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Smitten & Devoted - Book 1 
by Basic_Beth 


Summary 


Sometimes it takes getting punched in the face to realize you love someone and sometimes it 
takes almost losing them to realize you can't stand to live without them. A multi chapter fic 
about what it takes to fall in love. 


Notes 


Ohhhh boy. I haven't written fanfics in many years but the creator has demanded and I must 
appease them. Tbh I'm am seriously in love with this series and love just how invested 
everyone has become with the non-canon stuff so I just wanted to do my part. 


Chapter 1 


Chapter Notes 


Edit: For any new readers, I have made a PDF version of this fic for FREE, it has some 
extra stuff and you can download it by going to Chapter 43 and reading the chapter 
notes~ 


Aw hell... 


That was never the best thought to have when first waking up but with the throbbing 
headache and bright light pointing at them it was pretty accurate. The last thing Morgan 
remembered was hearing the alarm he had painstakingly avoided setting off during his break- 
in at the First National Bank down on 5th. He remembered hearing the blaring and thinking 
he couldn't possibly have set it off; he was nowhere near a sensor at this point. And then he, 
Carmine the masked burglar, was struck over the head with something very hard and his 
vision swirled into blackness. So here he 1s, tied- no chained. fuck. to some kind of stubby 
concrete post in the middle of what was certainly not an empty warehouse. 


"Ngh... well I'm awake..." He said into the nothingness and tried to squint past the bright 
light and the concussion. He thought he heard movement but he still couldn't see anything. 
"...can we just cut to the chase here... My head is killing me." 


That earned him a sinister chuckle from the darkness, not what Morgan wanted but at least it 
was acknowledgement. So now he just waited and tugged at his chains a little more. 
Eventually a figure moved out into the light. Hell. 


"Awwww so the little baby thief's awake now. How's it going Pinky?" Mocked Tauntfiend 
one of the Guardians, a B-tier vigilante group that took the phrase 'Hard on Crime' to painful 
extremes. 


"...It's Carmine." Morgan replied, because if he was gonna get his ass kicked he might as well 
go all in. 


"We don't give a shit, kid." Came another voice, soon revealed to be Steelhand, another 
Guardian. 


"Well I'm sure as hell not a kid. But what do you give a shit about? Why am I here?" 


And that's when Morgan heard a voice that made his blood run cold. '"... You are here 
because... We have a few questions for you... Mr. Carmine." Said the clipped baratone 
woman's voice. And dressed in her signature black was Queenclasp. The Crime Boss of 
Capitol City. An A-tier villian way the fuck out of Morgan's weight class. And a stone cold 
bitch with the invulnerability to back it up. 


"Um... And what might those be?" Morgan asked try desperately to remember if he 
accidentally slighted her during one of his heists. 


"See boys... He's going to cooperate... Just as I said..." Queenclasp said in her menacin 
'y going Pp Pp g 
jovial tone. "We just have a few questions about... The Devourer." 


fuck. 


".,.It's come to my attention... That you seem to know him... Rather well, one would say. 
And... hmm. Well he did a considerable amount of damage to... a few of my enterprises... 
And killed one of the Guardians while doing so..." She went on as Morgan hung his head 
and closed his eyes. 


He remembered that brawl, Alex had been all over the news, like usual, and the Guardians 
thought they could beat him by sneaking up on him in the middle of downtown. He hadn't 
even been out doing anything villainous at the time, and it led to a brutal battle that Alex had 
guided towards the wharf to keep his tailor out of the line of fire. Several warehouses had 
been the collateral instead. "... I remember... I saw it on the news." 


"Excellent. Then you know exactly why... we," And she gestured between herself and the 
vigilantes, "have decided to... align ourselves. The enemy of my enemy..." 


"And that's where I come in?" Morgan questioned, resignation in his words. 


"Percisely. Now-" 


But Morgan cut her off. "Just not in the face." 


"Excuse me?" 


"When you punch me or kick me or hit me with whatever's handy, just don't hit me in the 
face. It'll be too rough on my folks when they have to identify the body. So just not in the 
face." He said. When he only got taken aback stares Morgan added. "Because I'm not gonna 
tell you anything. And even if I did you're still gonna kill me... So... Not the face, if it's all 
the same." 


The vigilantes exchanged glances but Queenclasp just began to laugh as she took off her long 
overcoat. "Duly noted..." She murmured as she began to put on her infamous brass 
knuckles. 


It hurt so much more than he thought it would. Like he'd had limbs broken before but it was 
nothing to taking punch after punch after punch by a woman built like a semi. He coughed 
and wheezed after this round. It made all of his inside feel like they were on fire. His chest 
burned. His shoulders and wrists ached from how much he'd struggled. His right hand had 
gone numb, thank God. After they had broken all of his fingers he almost wished they'd just 
cut it off to spare him but he must have lost circulation to the digits because he couldn't feel 
then anymore. 


"... Again." Queenclasp repeated. "Where is his new layer being built?" 


" hell..." Morgan wheezed. 


"As in on the West Coast?" Someone asked, Morgan couldn't quite tell who anymore. 


"as in... go ta hell." He muttered. His answer was met with a back-handed hard enough to 
have him seeing stars. He sort of wished they'd just knock him out accidentally at this point. 
or just kill me already... 


"Stop." Queenclasp ordered. "He needs to stay conscious... or we cannot question him... 
Leave Mr. Carmine be for a moment... He needs to think very carefully about his next 
answer..." And this time she pulled out a very wicked looking razor, twisting it a little so it 
could glint in the light. And with one more of her sinister chuckles she and the others backed 
out of the light, leaving Morgan to his pain and nothingness. 


He whimpered a little and let his head roll back to rest on the weird concrete post thing. He 
kept his eyes closed because of the searing light overhead. /'m so sorry Alex... I didn't mean 
for this to happen... His thoughts wandered as the pain ebbed and flowed with each breath. 


And then he heard an echo-y voice not his own, inside his mind. “Morgan! Morgan is that 
you!" 


"...Alex? Wha...?" 


"MORGAN! Just hold still. I'm coming! What the fuck happened? Why are you all the way 
out here?" 


"... Villian-napped... Why are you here?" Morgan tried to ask, even though he was just 
thinking at Alex it was hard to stay focused. 


"Me? I'm looking for you! You're damn bank thingys never take this long and then I couldn't 
remember which one you went to so I had to check all of them. I found the cops at one and 
they had your gear but not you. I figured things went bad and when you got to a safe spot 
you'd call. But you didn't and your phone still wasn't on. So I went looking for you..." 


"Aww... you're worried... Heh, cute." 


"Morgan, goddammit stay focused! What happened? What do you mean ‘villian-napped'?" 


"Some vigilantes and Queenclasp kidnapped me... but I'm not a kid so villian-napped." 


"What did you do to piss her off?" 


"It's not what I did..." 


Morgan could sense the dread over the psychic link Alex had set up, but before he could 
think anything else someone was back in the light. 


"What're you smiling for, punk!" Snarled a voice. 


Later Morgan would realize it must have been Steelhand. The energized glow around his 
hand was a dead giveaway. But in the moment all he could think about was the pain. This 
time being struck... Something inside his chest went very wrong. He had assumed his ribs 
were breaking or cracking while he was acting as a human punching bag, but this time he felt 
something inside him move. And then it was just white hot agony. Breathing was next to 
impossible, not with the pain and the growing pressure inside his chest. Morgan was pretty 
sure he was screaming, or at least trying to but he couldn't tell. His ears were ringing from the 
deafening crack of concrete as the pillar he was tied to nearly exploded. 


"Steelhand! What the hell are you doing?" 


"His fucking 'friend' murdered Capcity Guy! I'm done with Queenclasp and her bullshit. Let's 
just go after Devourer ourselves!" Snarled the enraged martial artist. But before Tauntfiend 
could speak another person entered the light. 


They teleported in as a matter of fact, placing themselves between Carmine and the other 
threats in the room. 


"So... You've been looking for me, have you?" Snarled the Devourer. " I guess you found me 
then. " And his hand shot out, grabbing Steelhand by the throat. 


The pathetic man gurgled as Alex began crushing his windpipe. Slowly. He wanted this 
pathetic fool to suffer . This ant dared touch something that belonged to Alex. That was his. 
"Your friend was hardly a fight for me, but at least he died like a miserable little hero... You 
however will die like a sniveling coward begging for his life when I'm through with you." 
And he hurled the vigilante through the nearest wall so he could turn on the rest of the room. 


But then he heard something, or a lack of something. It was a sound, up until now, he had 
grown very familiar with. It's simple rhythm would help him fall back to sleep so long as he 
could pick it out in the room over. And now it was gone. 


And that silence made him feel... fear. True bone deep fear. He didn't even know he could 
feel this way. Up until now he didn't think he'd ever really had. 


He couldn't hear Morgan breathing. 


Chapter 2 


Chapter Notes 


Well thank you for the comments! Here's the second chapter. I did borrow some lines 
from one of Lighthouse Raiders tiktoks, they are in brackets below. Hope you all enjoy! 


Breaking the chains had been easy. Picking Morgan up had felt like lifting nothing. 
Teleporting out of the building had been simple. But flying s/owly was heart wrenching. 


He knew most people would blackout when he would go anywhere near top speed and in this 
condition Morgan was nowhere near capable of going even close to 50 percent speed. It was 
agonizing. This deliberate slowness. All while he could hear Morgan's heart beat much too 
quickly and he could see the damage to his friend as plain as day. The broken ribs. The 
cracked sternum. The bruised organs. But the issue that was making Alex shake with rage 
(and this horrible new found fear) was the rib currently bent backwards and jammed into 
Morgan's lung. He could see the blood pooling just outside his lungs, he could see that each 
shallow exhalation was giving the blood more room to build up and further compress his own 
lungs. Alex was actively watching Morgan's own body suffocate itself. 


Some darker part of him, the part that made being a villian oh so very easy, thought that he 
should keep this in mind for the next time he wanted to make someone suffer while they died. 
But the rest of him was just doing everything he could to go slowly. Alex was very very 
lucky he could remember which hospital Morgan had a contact at. Mercy and Stars. It was 
only a few more blocks. Just a few more. 


He tried to tell Morgan that but his mind was a terrible jumble of panic and pain. He couldn't 
hear Alex even if he shouted. So he didn't bother too. He just held his friend close and flew. 
At. A. Reasonable. Pace. 


Finally they landed and Alex had to do something he knew Morgan would hate. He's going to 
be so mad at me later. He is going to live to be mad at me later. He is going to live 

goddammit. He had to change Morgan's costume into something mundane. Alex did this all 
the time with his own clothes, it was as simple as touching the item and transfiguring it into 
something else. The problem was that Morgan's, or rather Carmine's costume was made out 


of a dense flexible ballistic material, to stop bullets or something. All Alex could remember 
is that it was very expensive. And he couldn't guarantee that he could turn the costume back 
to such a high grade material. Once it was cotton it was hard to go back. 


"It's fine... If I fuck it up I'll just pay to have a new one made." Alex muttered more to 
himself than to his semi conscious friend. It took him a few precious seconds to change both 
their outfits back to streetwear but now Morgan's identity would be safe...er. Still he gently 
lifted his friend and tried to act like a panicked man who had just pulled his friend from a 
wrecked car as he rushed into the ER. 


It only took a few demands for Dr. Scarpetta to be called on Morgan's behalf before the staff 
was suddenly changed out to be nurses and technicians that were "good friends" with the 
doctor. Once it was just the staff in the know, Dr Scarpetta stopped anyone from trying to 
usher Alex out. 


"What happened?" The doctor demanded. When Alex didn't respond right away, Dr. 
Scarpetta paused to glance over her shoulder and glare at Alex. "You're his roommate, right? 
S-tier. If you want me to help him faster then just tell me what you know." 


Dr. Scarpette is not an idiot, noted. "He was tortured. Punched repeatedly I think. He's got 
broken ribs, a cracked sternum and his chest is filling up with blood. One of his ribs 
punctured his lung." Alex explained trying to stay out of the medical team's way without 
losing sight of Morgan. He winced when they started cutting off his shirt. Okay, scratch that. 
I owe you a new costume. 


"Hemopneumothorax." Dr Scarpetta said as though that was a real word. "What about his 
hand?" She asked as they began prepping Morgan for the OR. 


"His hand?" Alex asked pushing away from the wall. 


"Yes, his fingers are not supposed to bend that way." 


For the first ttme Alex noticed Morgan's right hand and the further signs of torture. He 
swallowed hard and with a quick glance relayed, "His fingers are broken. Probably more of 


the same." 


"I hope he's not right handed." She muttered as she watched her team clean a patch of 
purpling skin. It was where they were going to insert the chest tube to start draining the fluid. 


"He's... ambidextrous..." 


"Well now he's probably gonna consider himself a lefty. Physical therapy can only do so 
much." But when the team started to move Morgan and Alex made to follow, Dr. Scarpetta 
stopped him. "We're taking him to the OR-" And she cut him off before he could argue, 
lowering her tone, " Super villain or not. You have germs. You stay out here. Go sit in the 
waiting room. As soon as we're done I'll come get you." 


And that was it. She was gone and so was Morgan. And Alex begrudgingly did what she 
asked. So what if he was giving off enough 'don't fuck with me' energy that a light bulb burst 
into a shower of high voltage sparks when he walked under it. He was complying. He was 
sitting here, being mundane. With his eyes closed like he was tired or something... So he 
could better isolate Morgan's heartbeat and listen to it while they operated. 


["...So let's make a deal okay... um so how about you wake up and be okay and then we can 
go and kill the people who did this to you together. Is that..." 


Alex sighed heavily. 


"You're not allowed to die. Like I'm not gonna let you die. If you die I'm going to hell and 
dragging you back. So there's nothing to worry about- to be worried about because I can just 
bring you back." Alex continued to negotiate with Morgan's unconscious form, laying in a 
hospital bed. 


Morgan still doesn't stir even though it had been hours since his surgery and the morning 
light was streaming in through the window of the private ICU room. 


"Mhmmm... Yeah there's nothing to worry about at all..." He muttered unconvincingly before 
slumping back into his chair. ] 


At least they silenced the stupid heart rate monitor. It had been driving Alex up the wall. He 
could hear Morgan's heartbeat all on his own; he didn't need some obnoxious machine telling 
him that his best friend was still alive. He'd figure that out all on his own, thanks . 


And still Morgan didn't wake. The hours ticked by and Alex stayed exactly where he was. He 
didn't even sleep. He was certain that Dr. Scarpetta had spoke with the staff because Alex was 
not asked to leave. No one even tried, not once. Though, throwing someone out of a window 
for trying to make me would have at least made for a nice reprieve from all this waiting... 


This dull period did give him time to consider what had happened the night before. He'd been 
looking for Morgan for a little while before he found the right bank. And then he'd started 
doing a proper comb of the city, but physically. He had consumed enough psychic powers to 
be a powerful empath but he kept his mind closed at all times. Psychic attacks were the 
hardest to fight off so he made sure none of them could land a punch. He put most of his 
mental powers into that defense... And yet. 


He glanced up at Morgan's face. And yet he had heard Morgan's thoughts as clear as day. It 
was like there was no barrier, no mental shields. He knew he wasn't open to psychic 
communications that night. But Morgan's thoughts were able to slip through... And Morgan 
wasn't an empath, not even in the slightest... "...so how?" 


He was both happy about this slip up and also very disturbed by it. On one hand he'd found 
Morgan in time and on the other... Am J slipping or- Morgan shifted a little and it pulled 
Alex out of his thoughts, but Morgan still didn't wake. 


Alex rubbed his face and adjusted his fake glasses a little. "... I'll figure it out tomorrow..." 
He muttered before settling back to wait for something new to happen. 


And new it did. But what happen was the last thing Alex had wanted. Two superheroes 
forced their way into Morgan's room disregarding the nurse's stammered statements about 
visiting hours. And even worse, was that he recognized the pair. Mrs Amazing and Spring 
Guy. 


Morgan's parents. 


"What happened to our son?" Demanded Mrs Amazing, her voice wavering just a little. 
Concern etched across her face as she brushed away a stray strand of hair. Her bright green 
and while costume clashed fiercely with the dull hospital room. 


"Well, ma'am- Um, Mrs Amazing ma'am. Morgan was in a car accident." The starstruck 
nurse babbled, he wasn't one of Dr. Scarpetta's. "I can- I can go get the doctor for you if you'd 
like?" 


"Oh could you? That would be so kind." Mrs Amazing replied. The nurse nodded and hurried 
out. Once the civilian was gone, her look towards Alex was anything but friendly. "...So, I see 
that you're here. Alexander , was it?" She nearly sneared. 


And Alex could hear the name she meant to use even if she didn't say it. Devourer. "Yep. 
Sure am. Best friend and roommate." Alex sassed, in no way backing down from her. " 
Emergency contact ." 


"Yes, well so are we. We are his parents after all." Mrs Amazing went on. 


"Dear... Alexander isn't working . Come on, you know the rules." Spring guy added placing a 
hand on his wife's shoulder. 


"To hell with the rules! If I find out you had anything to do with my son getting hurt-" And 
she lowered her voice to a threatening whisper. "- /'l] make sure you are put into the eternity 
area. Permanently. " 


"Well gee, no wonder Morgan left as soon as he could. You must be a joy on the holidays." 
Alex sneared not bothering to keep his eyes from looking inhuman. "I mean my mom can be 
a pain but at least she's not a bitch -" 


He was instigating. He knew he was. He had spent the last 37 hours, 45 minutes, and 15 
seconds waiting for his best friend to wake up after a 5 hour surgery. He was so high strung 
he could hear the damn TV static from the pawn shop across the street! While he just waited- 
waited for any sign his friend was going to be okay. And then this mess falls into his lap. 
Yeah... yeah he was instigating. And to his credit it worked. 


Mrs Amazing decked him. All super human strength and indigent rage of someone who knew 
they were in the wrong. Alex barely moved. I mean it hurt. But only in the way stubbing a toe 
might. And when they both heard her fingers crack, Alex had to give Mrs Amazing credit. 
She didn't flinch either. 


As the paper settled from the sudden gust of wind generated from the strike, Alex lifted a 
hand to brush at his cheek, not caring that his glasses had gone tumbling to the flood. He 
never took his eyes off of the puffing woman as she cradled her sprained hand." You. Are 
very very lucky, that you are my friend's parents ... And that I'm not... as you put it 
‘working’. " Alex explained very precisely and carefully to the Amazings. And he put enough 
venom in it to make the flowers in the room wilt and the window glass crack. 


Spring guy started to say something, he was interrupted when Alex's head whipped around to 
face the bed. He heard Morgan's breathing change a little bit, his heart rate had picked up- 
Mrs Amazing and her husband rushed to Morgan's side as he began to stir. And Alex let 
them. 


There were his parents. And emergency contacts too, apparently. They had a better right... 
They're family. And something about that made him feel sick to his stomach. He watched 
from a distance as Morgan blinked his eyes open and looked up into the love and relief he 
could see on the heroic couple's faces. What's that phrase... love makes you do stupid 
things... Well they certainly are stupid... 


The thought didn't make the bile in his stomach feel any better. 


Chapter 3 


Chapter Notes 


This is sorta like a sick fic right? Injuried fics are like a sub category of sick fics... Yeah. 
Yeah that makes sense. 


Also TW: For mentions of Homophobic excuses and Child Abuse 


He should be in pain- er, well more pain. He was, sorta of. His whole body hurt like he'd been 
hit by a train. His right arm felt weird and restrained. His whole chest ached like hellfire. And 
breathing felt like he had a small pissed off child sitting on his chest stabbing him everytime 
he exhaled. But none of it hurt exactly... It was all very hazy. Like he was floating just above 
the pain. Except for the headache. That was throbbing and made him see double and the 
bright green was hideous to look at. 


Who paints a hospital green? He thinks with a groan as his stomach tries to revolt. Because 
he must be in a hospital. Only hospitals smell like this. And when he wakes up feeling like 
death warmed over it means an unplanned trip to the ER because of his day job. 


He tries to remember what the fuck happened to him this time when a voice cuts through the 
migraine and the drug fog. 


".,.Morgan? Morgan can you hear me, honey?" 


He blinked his eyes open again and realized this time that it wasn’t the room that was green it 
was the costumes that were green. Emerald green and Snow white. "...Mom? Dad?" He 
groaned as the swimming faces came into focus. 


"Oh honey! Yes it's us. We came by as soon as we could." Mrs Amazing said. 


" Whyyyy 2" Morgan questioned, utter confusion on his face. 


"Sweetie, you got hurt. We came to check on you, and to take you home so you can recover 
somewhere comfortable." 


"Yeah, champ. When we heard that voice mail your nice Dr. Scarpette left, we came as soon 
as we could." Spring Guy said, patting Morgan's uninjured hand. 


Morgan squinted up at them. "...No." And then the rest of his brain caught up with him and 
he finished that thought verbally. "No... No I'm not gonna go with you... An' whaddya' mean 
left for you? You're not my contacts... Peony is. How did you- you find out?" His head hurt 
like someone was trying to liquefy his brains and pour it out through his eye sockets but that 
didn't mean any of this made sense. 


Both heroes froze a little. "Well, bud. You're sister was a little busy yesterday after that fight 
out on Primate Isle. Giant monsters can really take it out of a girl and, well she was busy so 
we offered to come check on you." Spring Guy tried to soothe. 


"Ngh... No. No... If I wanted you to come you'd be on my- my records." Morgan protested, 
struggling to sit up and think of a way out of this. 


"Oh no sweetie, don't sit up." And Mrs Amazing put her hand on his chest- 


Fire burned through him. It stole his breath and stunned him with the agony of that touch. 
Even the painkillers could save him from that. And then the light pressure was gone. And he 
heard voices. Threatening one. And a snarl. 


Morgan could have wept with relief. "- Alex? " He gasped out. And the talking stopped. And 
then his friend's face swam into view. His clothes were plain by his standards, but they were 
dark and comforting unlike the bright costumes. And even in the haze of pain and drugs, he 
could see the golden cat's eyes as clear as day. " Oh thank god..." Morgan muttered. 


It meant he was safe. It meant his parents couldn't swirl their non-existent capes around and 
talk the staff into releasing Morgan illegally into their custody. He was in no condition to 


argue with all that heroism and 'well meaning, but also for your own good' attitude. 


Alex nearly shuddered from just how overwhelming Morgan's relief was in seeing him. Just a 
second ago he was seething with rage that this self-entitled bitch walked in here and did the 
one thing you aren't supposed to do to someone with broken ribs. Not that she knew, but she 
also hadn't bothered to fucking ask either. And now he was trying not to cry the way Morgan 
was. "Hey dude..." 


Morgan opened his eyes again, not realizing he'd closed them. Alex was blurry again but 
when he blinked the other villain's face came back into focus. "Ow." Was all he said but it 
made them both laugh. It was only a pathetic thing on Morgan's part because it soon became 
coughing and wheezing with pain. 


"Oh-kay there, dude... Just take it easy." Alex said rubbing Morgan's arm. "Did you wanna 
sit up more?" He asked. 


"I don't really think that's a good-" Mrs Amazing tried to interject. But the look Alex shot her 
could have killed a lesser hero and she had to swallow in order to get her voice back. Her 
throat was sore from when he'd just grabbed it a second ago. 


"Yeah... I'd- It's easier to see." Morgan tried to explain without saying, so everyone isn't 
looming over me. 


"Sure, sure." And Alex complied as gently as he could. The bed was a little on the older side 
but Alex managed to get it to shift despite squeaky protesting hinges. 


Now that he was still up Morgan could really take in his parents' full get up. And all he could 
do was groan and rub his face with his free hand. He caught a glimpse of his patient ID 
bracelet and groaned. '...Name: M. Issing...' 


"Oh you just had to come in costume..." 


"We didn't want to be delayed anymore than we already were." Mrs Amazing tried to justify 
their actions. 


"Yeah and do you know how much of a bitch it is to create a new alias every time one of you 
makes 'a mistake' and burns one of mine?" Morgan questioned, not even trying to hide his 
annoyance. 


"Now watch your language, young man." Spring Guy said, wagging a finger. 


"Sure, Dad. I'll fucking try." Now both of his parents were glaring at him. "I'm an adult who. 
does. not. live. with. you." Morgan said, annunciating every word clearly. 


"Yes but it's no way for a hero to-" 


"I'm also NOT a hero." Morgan hissed. 


"Yes but-" 


Morgan jerked his hand through the air, cutting off his Mom's words. "No. No, Mom. We 
aren't doing this again.... Look, thanks for coming and all, but I'm good. I've got it handled. I 
think you both should go." 


Mrs Amazing narrowed her eyes at Morgan and the smug looking psychopath at his shoulder. 
The Devourer was clearly rubbing off on her son and she wasn't about to let him slip any 
further away. "Yes. I can see that, Morgan Jack Smolt . You, lying in a hospital bed , clearly 
have everything handled." 


Morgan nearly flinched at her tone and at her use of his full name. It made him feel like a 
child again. A useless disappointment, who was always in the way. But he wasn't a child 
anymore. "Alex... Could you go wait out in the hall for a sec?" 


Alex jerked back, the whiplash in the direction of this conversation through him off balance. 
"What? Are you sure, man?" 


"M'hmm... And don't eavesdrop please." Morgan said nodding. He was exhausted and 
hurting and just wanted to go back to bed. But he was gonna damn well finish this. 


"But what if they try something?" Alex pressed, concerned for his friend, his only thought. 


"With you in the hallway? They wouldn't dare. " Morgan replied but his grin up at Alex was 
the wicked look he got sometimes when he was gonna remind somebody that he was, in fact, 
A Villain. Usually that was when Alex would settle into his seat more comfortably and watch 
Morgan lay into someone, but his friend had asked... 


"... If you're sure?" But Morgan only nodded. So Alex put a hand on his shoulder and 
squeezed very very gently to reassure him before making his way to the door. As his fingers 
touched the doorknob Alex looked back at the heroes. "Try something. J dare you . "He 
growled, echoing Morgan's words before he opened the door and left. 


When the door closed with a rattle and a click, Morgan looked back at his parents. "What. 
Tell me what you want. And cut the 'we want you to come back' crap." 


Both of the A tier heroes looked offended. "Morgan, honey, we do-" 


"I said cut the crap, Mom." Morgan interrupted, "Either tell me what you want or leave. Last 
warning." 


"And what are you going to do?" Mrs Amazing demanded, hurt and insulted. 


"I'm gonna do what I do best. Lie. I'll cry wolf right here and now. About how you two broke 
the law to pick a fight with Alex and tried to kidnap me. You, the big heroes , lawbreakers 
and kidnappers." 


"Like anyone in the Association would believe you." 


"So what if they do. It doesn't matter if they believe me. What matters is what the civilians 
think. Imagine the scandal. Headline: Fairness Association Heroes Accused of Misconduct 
by Family Member. What Else Could They be Hiding?" Morgan sneared. "And then I'd give 
them the story of a lifetime .' Fairness Association Members Support Homophobic Views, 
News at 11.'" He mocked. 


"We- we aren't homophobic!" Mrs Amazing replied. 


"Tell that to 15 year old me." Morgan said flatly. "Tell that to the kid you put through hell 
because his power wasn't 'strong enough yet' by making him train with the most intolerant 
homophobic rasist bastard on the planet! And you're good friend. And you believed him over 
me. Every. Damned. Time." 


"We- we just didn't understand before, we grew up in a different time. We kno-" She tried to 
explain while Spring Guy stumbled over her words. 


"We thought it was just a phase you were going through. Like- like this business with being a 
villain." He stammered. "We're different-" 


"Ten years too late. Now spill. What do you want?" Morgan demanded, interrupting their 
excuses. And not apologies. No, never apologies , because that means they did something 
wrong. He thought bitterly. 


The silence stretched on for several seconds before Mrs Amazing spoke. "We... We came by 
instead of Peony because she- well... Yesterday after the fight Dave proposed. And she's 
been a little busy being engaged. We- we thought you might like to go see her?" 


"Dave? Dave, who?" Morgan splattered. His baby sister was getting married! 


"Dave Dodgers, honey." But at Morgan's blank look she went on, "Leader USA." 


"She's marrying that Asshole!" 


"He's very good to her and we all really like him, son." Spring Guy said, putting a hand on 
his wife's back. 


" You. You all like him." Morgan corrected, but he put his own disdain aside for a second. 
"And Peony does too?" 


Mrs Amazing and Spring Guy both beamed. "She was over the moon, honey~" Mrs Amazing 
said. 


"Well..." Shit. "Uh... tell her I said congratulations, then." Morgan said, slumping back a bit 
and winced as it shifted his ribs around painfully. 


Both of his parents started to move like they wanted to help but Morgan shot them a warning 
look so they stopped. "Well... did you want to come see her?" Spring Guy asked, "And tell 
her in person?" 


Morgan sighed. "Look. I'm not in the best shape at the moment. And if I show up like this it's 
gonna make her worry and take away from her happiness. I don't want to do that. I- I'll call 
her a little later okay, but tell her that I'm gonna be just fine and that I'm really happy for her, 
okay?" 


Mrs Amazing just nodded but the heroic duo still didn't leave. "What else?" Morgan groaned. 


"Well... We thought since Dave is gonna be a part of the family now that... we'd invite him 
to truce night." Mrs Amazing said. 


Morgan groaned louder. " Really?! He's not even family yet!" 


"Yes but he will be soon and we- we wanted to start including him." 


Morgan scrubbed his face. "Ugh- fine. Whatever. As long as he follows the stupid rules, fine. 
Sure. The more the merrier. "He grumbled. 


"Peony is gonna be so happy." Spring Guy said, smiling gently, trying to offer sympathy to 
his son. 


"Yup... I know." 


"Well... that was really everything... Are you sure-" 


"Very. I'm good here, Mom." 


"...Okay. Well we will see you on the next truce night... 


"Sure, Mom. Bye guys." He said tiredly. 


"Bye Momo-" 


"Mom! " 


She just laughed. "Bye honey, we love you lots." 


"Yeah, yeah. Love you too. Now go." Morgan said trying to usher them out faster. 


And then they were gone. A few moments later Alex poked his head back in. "You okay?" 


"Not really..." Morgan muttered. 


"Well... I mean you look like hell." Alex said helpfully as he closed the door and wandered 
back in. 


"Fuckin thanks." Morgan said with a snort. "Now let's page a nurse and see when they'll let 
me leave." He said fumbling around for the damned call button. 


Getting home was a lot easier than Morgan had thought it would be. Alex just teleported 
them home. It was nauseating but other than that it was very quick. Something about the 
meds plus the headache made the teleportation almost turn his stomach inside out. But he 
managed not to throw up on their shoes... No, he made it to the bathroom before he lost his 
hospital breakfast. 


"Oh God, Morgan are you okay?" Alex asked, following after his staggering best friend. 


"Yep-" He wheezed. "-Just peachy..." He coughed a few more times which nearly made him 
blackout but then the dizziness passed off. '"...m'kay... I think I'm fine now." 


"What- what happened?" Alex asked, crouching down by Morgan. 


"You know how sometimes teleporting makes me dizzy?" 


"Yeah..." 


"It made me extra dizzy this time." 


Wye" 


"Nope, nope it's not your fault. And honestly," He said sitting up a little more, "I'd rather this 
than having to get in and out of the car a few times." 


"Yeah but I could have just flown..." 


"We'll remember that for next time." Morgan said, patting his friend on the arm. "Okay, now 
help me up." 


Alex complied but he muttered darkly. " There won't be a next time." 


Morgan just snorted and then immediately regretted it as his chest burned with pain. He 
gasped a little as Alex helped him to the sofa, "I'm fine really. Dr. S said it's gonna hurt for 
awhile so I'll just get used to it." He said, trying to placate the dark mood that seemed to be 
hovering around Alex. 


"I mean it, Morgan. This ," And he gestured to the other villain's current discomfort, "Won't 
happen again. Ever." 


Morgan caught Alex's sleeve and tugged him down onto the sofa next to him. "Dude, look 
you can't stop me from ever getting hurt again. We're villains, it happens." 


"Not like this it doesn't." 


"Yes it does. High tier heroes and villains beat on low tier villains all the time. This is just... 
This is my normal." Morgan tried to explain. He'd figured they were gonna need to have this 
talk but he didn't think Alex would take it so hard. 


"...They almost killed you, Morgan." Alex whispered harshly. He could see the glow from his 
own eyes reflecting off of the surroundings. So he closed them, hoping to better bottle up his 
rage. And it was rage that was boiling in his chest. It had only burned hotter and wilder since 
that night a few days ago. It had grown into something vicious while he sat at Morgan's 
bedside, while he heard the doctor go over Morgan's recovery timeline, while he listened to 
his friend hide his pain when he simply breathed. 


"...They were planning to." Morgan said bluntly and watched as Alex looked at him with a 
snarl stretched across his face. Morgan didn't flinch, because why would he. He trusted Alex 
more than he trusted any other person in the universe. And that thought only scared him some 
of the time. 


" They what? " 


"They were going to kill me." Morgan said again. "Because they figured it would annoy 

you." Morgan said with a shrug. "They didn't understand that it would do more than that. 
They wanted information and to strike back at you in some petty way. This was bound to 
happen, dude." 


" How- How are you so calm about this!" Alex snarled before he blurred to his feet and 
began stomping around. 


"Because I'm best friends with the universe's most powerful villain. Who has a universe full 
of enemies. I figured at some point someone would try to use me to hurt you. And I'm sorry 
for that." Morgan said watching Alex storm around. Little things in the apartment began to 
malfunction or crack as Alex went past them, but all Morgan could think was how annoying 
it must be to know that every time you got mad your stuff would just spontaneously break 
around you. 


But as Morgan's words sunk in, Alex slowed, before coming to a stop in front of him. "... So 
that's what you meant..." 


"Huh?" 


"That night... When I heard your thoughts, you said * /'m so sorry Alex... I didn't mean for 
this to happen...*" And Alex mimicked Morgan's voice perfectly as the horror sunk in. "You 
were... apologizing to me because... Someone had hurt you and it was gonna upset me ? 
You- you were dying and you were sorry J was gonna be hurt?" 


He sounded so utterly confused, it almost made Morgan laugh. He could remember those first 
few interactions he'd had with the S-tier villain and how poor his social skills and knowledge 
was. He's changed a lot since then .""Yes, dude. Because I figured I was gonna die. 
Bellyaching over myself at that point would have been meaningless. You were gonna be left 
here to deal with- with all of this mess alone. It- I know you, dude. I- No one handles losing a 
friend well." 


Alex just flopped back onto the sofa. "But... weren't you scared or something?" 


"I mean yeah but it was all gonna be over soon so... I wasn't gonna have to worry about it 
anymore." Morgan said with a sigh, letting his head fall back to rest on the top of the sofa. 
"Death... doesn't really scare me anymore... It's just... a thing that happens." Morgan could 
feel Alex's eyes on him. "I didn't grow up in a good mental place, dude... So my world view 
is kinda fucked up." 


"I... gathered that." Alex said as he let Morgan's words wash over him.. It made his chest feel 
tight and it made it hard to swallow. And he just wanted to- to- protect Morgan from- from 
anything that would try to hurt him. /- I have all this power and I can't make him happy... 


But the silence stretched and Alex let out a breath. "Yeah... your parents seem nice ." 


Morgan just groaned loudly and covered his face with a pillow. 


"No really," Alex teased, "Just so delightful. Your mom punched me and everything." 


Morgan whipped the pillow away from his face so fast he almost threw it. "What!?" He 
screeched. 


"Yeah she sprained her wrist doing it too." A bit of smugness came back into his voice. 


"Oh God, dude, I am so sorry- I- She-" 


"It's fine. Besides, it's not the first time she's punched me." When Morgan just goggled at him 
he laughed and it felt good. Really good to just laugh. "Yeah dude. She's and your pops are A 
tier heroes I've tussled with all of them." 


Morgan just lifted the pillow back to cover his face and groaned, before muttering, "I'm sorry 
I never told you before... I just- it's not something I... advertise." 


Instead of answering Alex decided to keep this little charade going. "So I guess that would 
make the very obnoxious Sprint, your brother and the fan-favorite Infrared, your sister." 


"Uggeggh!" Morgan complained from underneath his pillow. Alex let him wallow until he 
was ready to talk. Eventually he pulled the pillow back down and sighed as he sat up. 


"They're names are Strider and Peony... Strider is my older brother and Peony is my little 
sister. And yes. They too are A-tier heroes." And I'm just me. He hugged the pillow to 
himself, not squeezing it too hard because his ribs were starting to ache. "And yes Strider 
really is that annoying. And Peony really is very sweet." 


"I'll just knock her around then the next time we fight. Should I break one of Strider's legs?" 
Alex offered. 


Morgan just sighed and shook his head. "Just... Ugh I don't know, just don't kill them 
please." 


"Oh, they’re already on my 'No Kill’ list." Alex reassured him. 


"You have ano kill list?" 


"Yeah..." 


But when he didn't explain, Morgan shifted to start holes into him. "...Who else is on your no 
kill list, Alex?" When Alex didn't say anything Morgan whacked him with the pillow. "Oh 
you bastard! You knew! You knew they were my family this whole time!" 


Alex laughed and caught the pillow. "Well, duh!" 


"You're the worst!" 


"Again, duh." Morgan tried to take the pillow back but Alex kept it so the D Tier villain 
wouldn't hit him again. That and he could see Morgan was starting to go pale. Too much 
exertion... "Look, of course I knew. I did a whole background check on you when we first 
met. I didn't want this to turn out to be some big elaborate trap or whatever." 


"But I scrubbed my background from the internet. I did a damned good job too." 


"Yeah that's why I was so suspicious of you for like a month because my minions had to call 
around and get paper records for stuff. It took ages." 


Morgan gave up and flopped back. "Damn paper trail..." 


"It's okay. I figured you didn't want to talk about so... I didn’t bring it up. But I assumed off- 
ing your extended family would be pretty rude so... No kill list. I mean I will stick them in 
the hospital or cripple them for life but I won't kill them." Alex said with a shrug. 


"I guess that's fair." Morgan muttered and rubbed at his chest. The ache was becoming a 
burn. 


Worry pulled at Alex's brows as he watched Morgan shift, trying to elevate the pain. "Maybe 
it's time to get you into bed." 


"No, I'm fine... I think the painkillers are just wearing off." 


"Which means it's time for more of them and for you to rest." Alex insisted. 


Morgan thought about resisting but... God he was tired. "Alright, help me up." 


Alex slid on arm underneath his friend and used just a bit of super strength to help his friend 
stand without pain. Morgan leaned on him heavily as they made their way towards his 
bedroom. It meant Morgan was very much in his personal space. And his stomach did 
something... stupid in response to it. He felt warm and solid and real and not dead , while he 
leaned into Alex like this. And he could smell his hair and- 


Then he was helping Morgan recline on the whole stack of pillows Alex had put there earlier. 
Morgan haphazardly kicked off his shoes while they got him tucked in. "Alright let me just 
go grab your meds." 


But as Alex made to leave Morgan caught hold of him. "Hey Alex..." 


"Hmm? What's up?" 


"What... What did you think I was apologizing for? Earlier?" He asked seriously. 


"I... I guess I figured it was because you'd told them stuff about me..." Alex trailed off as 
Morgan's grip on his arm tightened. 


Morgan pulled Alex a little closer. " Not ever. Not ever. " Morgan stated his voice low. He 
wanted to make it absolutely clear. This one thing he needed Alex to understand. 


Alex's heart skipped a beat. Looking at the utter conviction in Morgan's face. He placed his 
hand over Morgan's. "I... I'm sorry. I won't doubt you again, I promise." 


Morgan nodded and let Alex go back into the living room to grab his painkillers. So what if 
he closed his eyes... He was only a little tired. Alex would be right back... He was certain... 
But he started to drift anyway. 


Alex however had to lean against the wall in the kitchen so he knew Morgan couldn't see him 
break down over just how much Morgan meant to him. And how thoroughly losing him 
would destroy Alex. 
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Broken ribs sucked. They sucked so very much. Morgan thought as he tried to get up. But 
before he'd even halfway managed it, there was a quick knock before Alex opened the door, 
not waiting for Morgan to answer. "Shit..." 


"Okay, cranky pants. Up we go." Alex said, still in his pjs, which were just sleep pants. He 
had heard Morgan's heart rate pick up and came right over. 


"You know I should be able to get up and piss in the middle of the night without help." 
Morgan... whined. Which made him more annoyed. He hated sounding whiny. 


"I'd say yes, but you also still have sutures. So... No. No I don't think that's something you 
should be able to do right now." Alex mused as he got one arm underneath Morgan and made 
the other man feel almost weightless. "Up you go." And he helped Morgan to his feet. 


"Thanks..." Morgan grumbled and tried not to think about the shirtless Alex helping him out 
of bed. He also tried not to think about if it were for the damned bandages they would be skin 
to skin... And half naked, practically in his bed. Pull your shit together Morgan. Ogle him 
some other time. It didn't help matters that he was using his super strength to lift Morgan up. 
The damned butterflies could go burn in hell. 


"Really, thanks... I'm sorry I'm being such a pain in the ass about this." Morgan said as his 
friend helped him to the bathroom. 


"It's cool. It just means you owe me one." Alex said, glancing at the wall clock down the hall 
to check the time. His night vision let him read the numbers easily. "It's about time for more 
painkillers..." Alex mused. 


Morgan flicked on the light in the bathroom before mostly closing the door and hobbling 
inside on his own. "Do you have that damned schedule memorized?" Morgan asked with a 
laugh before grunting in pain. 


"No laughing." Alex chided as he went into the kitchen to get Morgan's meds and a glass of 
water. "Also yes. If I have to live with a photographic memory then I'm gonna make it worth 
my while." It had been an extra power a hero had had that he didn't know about. It was very 
strange to wake up one day with all his memories of the written word being stored 
somewhere new. Still not as bad as the time I got universal communication... It took him a 
week to figure out how to speak English again. 


Alex got the glass of water but the meds were nowhere to be found. 


"Oh come on! That's like the one good thing I have going for me." Morgan protested. "I'm 
funny." 


"You have other talents... One of which is remembering where we left your painkillers?" 
Alex asked. 


"Oh I've got them." Morgan said as he went to wash. 


Alex opened the door and set the water down while Morgan dried his hand. Then with a flick 
of his fingers Morgan opened up one of his 'pockets'. He could only make 4 of them. But they 
were honest to god pocket dimensions... The problem was they were only about the size of 
your average pants pocket. And thus Morgan was 'doomed' to a life of D-tier villainy. 


He reached his hand into the void that seemed to consume all light and pulled out his 
prescription painkillers. And then the little pocket in space time closed up again without 
making a sound. They were really only handy for mundane tasks. Or for theft. Nothing up my 
sleeve- 'and no really there is nothing up my sleeve' and 'no officer I have no idea where that 


priceless necklace might have gone' and 'wherever did you find those lockpicks while sitting 
in the back of a police cruiser." 


But Morgan had to pass the bottle over to Alex to open. His right hand was still in a brace 
and was gonna stay that way for three more weeks. At least the stitches can come out 
tomorrow ... "Just give me one." 


"You should really take two, it'll help you sleep better." Alex said but he only shook out one. 


"Yeah but it makes me feel all fuzzy and dizzy. I don't like it." Morgan complained but took 
the one pill and drank the glass of water. "Alright... Time to go back." 


Alex just chuckled as his roomie flung his arm out in Alex's direction for him to help move 
the D-tier villain back to his bed. A small part of Alex just wanted to scoop him up and carry 
him back. And then stay. In Morgan's bed. With him. To make sure he was safe... Sure, that's 
why . It's got nothing to do with the way he smells or how he's warm or- Alex just shook the 
thoughts from his mind. He'd been dealing with these... feelings more and more the last 
several days. He was just- just around Morgan a lot more these days while he took care of 
him. They would go away again once Morgan was better and didn't need his help so much. 


But I like helping him... 


Alex was so lost in his thoughts that he almost hadn't heard Morgan. 


["So my sister is getting married and she's inviting me to the wedding. And I need a plus 
one..." Morgan said. He knew it was a non sequitur but he'd gotten the save the date 
announcement and a note from Peony about her 'wanting him to bring someone nice’. It left a 
weird taste in his mouth... It felt very much like a trap. 


"Are you asking me to go with you to your sister's wedding?" 


"Yes." 


"But... Aren't your parents and your sister and your brother and your cousins..." 


"All heroes, yeah." He said around a yawn as they made it back into his bedroom. 


Alex narrowed his eyes a little, "And they're okay with you bringing me?" 


Now Morgan grinned and it was that damned wicked one that could only make Alex grin 
back." Of course not. " 


Alex only hesitated for a second before asking "So is it formal or are we going in costume?" | 


Morgan giggled a little as the painkillers started to kick in. Sometimes being a villain had its 
perks. Like illegal drugs that were very fast acting. "Don't know yet~" 


"Well," Alex said not bothering to fight his own grin, "Count me in. I do love a good party." 


Morgan stifled another yawn as the S-tier villain literally tucked him in. It was so funny to 
him because no one Jiterally no one would believe him if he ever told them just how... 
domestic Alex could be. It was also something he didn't want to tell other people about... it 
wasn't for them. "Thanks..." He mumbled. 


"Anytime." Alex chuckled and tried to stifle all the emotions welling up inside his chest, that 
made him want to tell Morgan how damned adorable he was. It was especially hard right now 
given just how cute the sleepy villain looked in his mountain of pillows. 


"G'night..." Morgan slurred a little. He didn't quite catch what Alex said in reply but it made 
him smile regardless. 


Alex was on cooking duty for the most part, much to Morgan's annoyance. The man insisted 
on at least helping chop stuff. But Alex also only slept for a few hours so out of habit was an 
early riser. Meaning the S-tier villain had the kitchen to themselves while he made breakfast. 


Was he aware that breakfast being the 'most important meal of the day' was a lie made up by 
cereal companies? Yes. But with a metabolism like his, meals were not to be skipped. Alex 
chuckled to himself as he whisked remembering those first few days when he'd just moved in 
with Morgan. He actually thought a granola bar was a suitable meal... It had appalled Alex 
and then the duo had to actually sit down and change up some of the house rules. Like 
shopping and meal prep to make sure both their dietary needs were met. 


Alex poured the egg mixture into the pan for the third omelet he was making. He glanced at 
the clock and turned on the coffee pot, knowing Morgan would be up shortly and wouldn't be 
functional until he'd had at least one cup. That had been another surprising thing Alex had 
learned in those early days. It was the first time he'd ever heard the D-tier villain snarl before, 
and he was decent at it. 


By the time the last omelet was done he could hear Morgan starting to stir. So he washed up 
and wandered down the hall. "Okay, time to get up. Breakfast and coffee are in the kitchen." 


Morgan's only reply was a grunt and his hand moving to rub at his face. Alex only barely 
managed to catch Morgan's right arm before he smacked himself in the face with the heavy 
brace. "...wha?" 


"Wrong arm." Was all Alex said. 


"Fuckin stupid cast..." Grumbled the barely conscious villain. He swiped at his face with his 
left hand before sticking it out to Alex with a grunt. Morgan decided to be very gracious this 
morning and not growl at the laughing man helping him out of bed. 


Morgan winced at the light pouring into the apartment but it was mitigated by the mug and 
plate Alex placed down in front of him. "...thanks." 


"Mhmmm..." Alex hummed back as he sat. He picked up his phone and continued reading 
the news while they ate in companionable silence. 


When Morgan started to look less like a lost and angry toddler, Alex asked the question that 
had bounced around in his head all morning. 


["So... who's your sister marrying anyway?" Alex asked, setting his phone down. 


"Oh," And he set down his mug, "Dave Dodgers, um, you know Leader USA." Morgan 
replied as he picked up his fork again. 


Alex just stared at his friend. "... your sister is marrying Frisbee Boy?" Utter incredulity on 
his face. 


Morgan was about to take another bite when the grin broke out across his face and then the 
giggles and he bowed his head, his fork clattering against his plate. "Please call him that~" 
Morgan snickered. "Please call him that to his face on his wedding day."] 


"But- but Frisbee Boy is such an asshole!" Alex tried to protest but Morgan only devolved 
further into helpless giggles. 


"Hee~ Oh, ow- Hehehee- Ow." Morgan laughed while holding his ribs. "Oh God! 
Hahahaha!" 


Alex just sat back and let his friend laugh himself out while he unfortunately added one Dave 
Dodgers to the no kill list. Damnit. But Morgan's joy was infectious and Alex was glad to see 
his friend so cheery. 


When Morgan had settled down to just the occasional giggle, Alex pressed on, "No but 
seriously. He's a dick." 


"Yup." Morgan said before eating his abandoned bite of egg. "But apparently he's good to her 
so..." And he just shrugged. 


" Apparently ?" 


"According to my parents Peony seems very happy. And they wouldn't force a marriage on 
her if that's what you're thinking. They believe in soulmates and true love and all of that. If 
Peony thinks she found the one then they'd back her." Morgan explained. "I just haven't seen 
her with him first-hand." 


Alex raised a brow, "You make it sound like you don't?" 


"Believe in soulmates?" Morgan asked before trading his fork for the last bit of his coffee. 
"No, I do. I just..." And he shrugged again. But when Alex just continued to just look at him, 
Morgan sighed. "I- It's just not for me, you know? I think other people are gonna find theirs 
and be happy but- My life has not set me up to think it's gonna happen to me. I think lots of 
people probably never meet their soulmates and they just- settle, I guess. I mean if we all 
could find the one or I guess the ones depending on your orientation the world would be a lot 
happier place." He shrugged again before adding, with a bit of a smile. "And Twitter wouldn't 
exist." 


"You know good things do happen?" Alex said, not sure why he felt like he needed to 
convince Morgan to believe in this but it apparently mattered to the S-tier villain very much. 


"Says the most powerful person in the friggin universe." Morgan snorted. "Remember, our 
experiences aren't universal, buddy." 


Alex felt... more than a little deflated by Morgan's continued denial that he was going to find 
happiness. But he was starting to understand why Morgan felt the way he did and he started 
to formulate a plan to help his friend. "How about this one? You deserve good things, 
Morgan. Don't lose hope that things won't get better." 


Morgan stared up at Alex as he stood and began to clear his plate. "... I know. I- They are. I 
mean." Morgan tried to back peddle. "When I first left home I never thought I'd have an 


apartment let alone be the landlord to a whole building. And if I talked to myself two year 
ago I'd have laughed in my face if I said you were my best friend. I- I know good things 
happen. I just..." 


"Don't expect them too." Alex finished. Before bringing the coffee pot back over. "More 
coffee?" 


Morgan wasn't sure what was happening anymore. "Uh... yeah, thanks." 


Alex filled up his mug before taking the craft back into the kitchen. "We'll have to work on 
that then." 


"Work on what?" 


"It's not good for a villain to think they won't succeed at everything they try. Confidence is a 
key stone to this lifestyle. So we'll have to work on making you believe that you will." Alex 
said as he sat back down across from Morgan. "Once you're better we'll start your training." 


"What training?" Morgan spluttered. This whole conversation was going very sideways on 
him very fast. 


"Yours. I remember what you said the other day about how I can't always protect you. But 
what I can do is make sure it's next to impossible for the next bastard who tries it. So 
training." Alex said as if that explained everything. 


"And I don't get a say in this?" Morgan questioned, narrowing his eyes. 


"Do you want to get your ass handed to you again and end up in the hospital with another 
hole in your lung?" Alex shot back. 


"No..." Morgan muttered darkly into his mug. 


"See! There it's all settled." 


"No, it isn't you maniac!" Morgan protested. "I- I have some conditions." Morgan said trying 
to regain some control over this situation. 


"Which are?" Alex asked sitting back with a smirk. Morgan had gone from flat refusal to 
negotiating, which was a good sign. He damn well knew if Morgan didn't want to do this, 
nothing on the planet would make him. He was the most stubborn person Alex had ever met. 


"First, it won't involve my powers. Period. That one's not up for debate." Morgan said, 
tapping his finger on the table for emphasis. "Second, my goal isn't to make me some B tier 
badass. I like where I'm at and people underestimating me is very important to my whole 
shtick. I just want to be elusive as all get out and to be able to hold my own for a bit." 


Alex nodded. He understood Morgan's need for subtlety. He'd seen Morgan kill several C tier 
villains simply because they weren't expecting Morgan to be prepared. It had shocked Alex 
that he then went serious lengths to hide his actions from everyone. He was deadly serious 
about liking to stay under the radar. And he might not have all the details about Morgan's past 
but he was starting to understand why his powers were off limits. "Okay, anything else?" 


"Yeah it can't interfere with any of my heists. I have to keep what little reputation I have 
while we do this. I don't want people to think I'm slipping just because I was used as a human 
punching bag." 


Alex felt that white hot rage flash to the surface at Morgan's description of what happened, 
but he kept it in check. Mostly. " Deal." His voice was gravelier than he'd intended. 


Morgan watched him for a second. "You still haven't gotten revenge for everything yet, have 
you?" 


"No." And Alex shifted a little. "I figured you would want a say in that." 


"You're right. I do." And Morgan thought about it for a bit. "...If you can hold off for a while 
longer, maybe it can be a... treat for doing all this stupid training. Revenge is a good 
motivator or so I'm told." 


Alex couldn't help but grin as Morgan looked positively villainous when he got to scheming, 
despite the bandages and the sleep tousled hair. "It does wonders." Alex assured him 


"Good. Now it's settled." Morgan said before pushing back from the table. Alex made to help 
him but Morgan managed it on his own. It hurt but he could stand up from a chair damnit . 
"But I did think of something fun we could do in the meantime." 


"Oh?" 


"Yeah, I want to see if dear old Dave is really as good to Peony as my folks say." And then he 
smirked at Alex. "Let's have my family over for truce night~" 


Chapter End Notes 


I'm putting this note at the end because it doesn't really have to do with the chapter. I just 
wanted to take a second to say thanks to Lighthouse Raider. 


It's been close to five years since I last had the energy to write solo stories for fun, my 
motivation died and I just couldn't find the ability to go on without it. Oh I tried, the 
number of dead drafts I have on my Google drive is pathetic. So for me, wanting to 
write for a fandom and actually succeeding has been a huge win! And I owe so much of 
that to Lighthouse Raider and their content. It is amazing and funny and compelling in a 
way that surprised all of us in the fandom I think. And without it I don't know how much 
longer my creative slump would have lasted... let's just say it was not looking good. 


So thank you. Sincerely, thank you. 


Did I miss feeling so motivated to write that I couldn't sleep? Not really, lol, but I'm also 
thrilled for it to be back. 


Chapter 5 


Chapter Notes 


Thanks for bearing with me you guys! This was a long chapter with a lot of dialog and I 
needed to make few major decisions about the direction I wanted to take the story here. I 
hope it was worth the wait! 


TW: Homophobia and Verbally Abusive Language 


Also to Gibbles: 
Do you know how hard it is to write a multi character slow burn fic AND try to do one 
shots on top of it? 


Have you no soul? No compassion? Does my word count mean nothing to you?? 


Fine. I see how it is. Well since tomorrow is Friday I will see what I can do about 
writing a *short* prequel one shot for how this Morgan and Alex first met to help boost 
our numbers. 


Oh this was a bad idea. 


It was the first thing that popped into Morgan's head when he heard the knock at his door. 
This is a really bad idea. Why did I do this- Oh god- Oh god- Was the mantra running 
through his head as he made his way to the door. He plastered his best smile on his face 
and... 


"Hey guys!" He called out cheerily as he opened the door. "Come on in!" 


And in walks 5, count them, 5 A-tier heroes. Or as Morgan likes to call them, Mom or Ellen 
Smolt aka Mrs Amazing, Dad or Rob Smolt aka Spring Guy, Strider Smolt aka Sprint, Peony 
Smolt aka Infrared, and Dave Dodgers aka Leader USA. They were his family and soon to be 
brother-in-law. 


All 5 looked around and he knew damn well they weren't a// judging his home but at least 1 
of them probably was... Alex had thought he was insane for cleaning everything up to and 


including all the vent covers and baseboards but... Well this was the first time he had ever 
hosted Truce Night. So good impressions mattered. 


Speaking of... "Hey Dave, right?" Morgan asked, offering him his newly braceless right hand. 
"I'm Morgan." 


Dave's smile was more than a little sheepish but he seemed to be taking this whole thing in 
stride so points for him. "Ah, yeah. You're sister had told me a lot about you." 


"Oh, I'm sure all my family has had something to say about me." Morgan replied, his tone 
still jovial. But before he let go of Dave's hand he added, "But just so we are all on the same 
page if you hurt my little sister I'll make your life a living hell~" And even though he was 
smiling he absolutely meant it. 


Dave froze for half a beat before his smile, still a little wary, returned. "Ah... right." 


Peony however was not so polite about it. "Morgan! You've literally just met the man!" 


Morgan grinned as she swatted at him. "That's not actually true, besides it's in the big brother 
rules. I have too~" 


Peony sighed but then she hugged Morgan. "It's so good to see you." 


"It's good to see you too." He chuckled and tried not to wince as she put pressure on his ribs. 


"Oh sweetie, be careful with your brother." Ellen chided, she knew he must still be 
recovering. 


Peony sprung back in alarm. "Oh no, did I hurt you? Morgan! Why didn't you stop me!" 


"Because I'm fine." He said, rolling his eyes at his mom. "It was only a punctured lung and 7 
broken ribs." 


The heroes all went quiet, before the room erupted with sound. Mostly from Ellen, Rob and 
Peony. Morgan held up his hands to fend off their worries and demands for more information. 


"Guys, guys! It happens, and I'm on the mend. But that's part of the reason it was easiest to 
just have truce night here so I didn't have to drive. So come on, sit down, make yourselves at 
home." He said, guiding them further in. "Dinner will be ready in about 40 minutes." 


He hugged both his parents and just sorta awkwardly nodded at Strider before taking peoples 
coats to hang up and making the usual small talk. Finally, he managed to head back to the 
kitchen, it wasn't super isolated from the rest of the space but it only had a low opening over 
the bar to see into the rest of the apartment. It gave him at least a little space to act busy 
without the whole house watching him. So far so good. There really wasn't a lot left to do in 
here, but he started getting down the plates. He had to go slowly because reaching up still 
hurt. The lasagna was done but it needed to sit for a bit before they could cut into it. As for 
dessert- 


And right on cue they all heard the rattle of keys at the door before Alex walked right on in, 
almost like he lived there. A grocery bag in one hand. 


"Sorry that took so-" He started to call before noticing all the people. "Oh look everyone's 
here~" He hummed just as friendly as Morgan had been. 


His entrance however had created a vacuum of sound in the apartment. And then suddenly 
every A-tier hero was on their feet. Powers crackled as they all braced for a fight, even 
Frisbee Boy popped out a collapsible shield. Alex, eyes as inhuman as ever, looked wholly 
unimpressed. And Morgan took that as his signal. 


"Oh hey, did they have any fresh ones left?" Morgan asked, walking directly in between the 
heroes and Alex. 


"They had a few good cartons left. I picked one that would work the best for shortcake." He 
said, also ignoring the heroes. He passed Morgan the bag and started taking off his coat. 
"Like I'd been saying sorry it took me so long, it's like nobody can read the 15 items or less 
sign at the self checkout." 


Morgan snorted and just started to wander past the still extremely tense heroes. Before he 
seemed to remember himself. "Oh, right. Guys, this is my roommate Alex. Alex, this is my 
family and Dave, who is my soon to be brother-in-law." Morgan said making polite 
introductions despite the hostile expression still on several of their faces. Peony and Rob 
were starting to look more confused than combative. Peony even dropped the beginnings of 
her force shield. "Do you need help with names?" Morgan asked Alex who had been 
following behind him. 


Alex tried, he really did. But the smirk still crept out as he was rolling up his sleeves to get 
back to work in the kitchen. "No... I think we've all met before." 


And then the damned room nearly exploded with noise. 


"What the fuck is this Morgan!" Strider snarled. 


Of course it's Strider shouting first. Morgan and Alex for the most part just stood there 
placidly letting the yelling wash over them. 


"Morgan- You- He- You don't know who that is!" Dave insisted. 


"This is taking it one step too far!" Ellen declared. Alex had to actively resist literally taking 
another step. 


"Morgan- You can't! Kiddo, he's a dangerous villain-!" Rob spluttered. 


The only person who didn't shout was Peony. In fact she seemed to relax all together. She 
looked very annoyed and crossed her arms but she at least wasn't hostile anymore. Sorry 


Peony... 


There was some more shouting and statistics were thrown around. /naccurate ones , Alex 
thought. But still no one made a move one way or the other. When at long last they'd all run 
out of things to shout, Morgan sighed. "Are you done?" 


When Strider started to speak, Morgan interrupted him. "That was rhetorical. If I don't stop 
you now we'll be standing here all night. So let me see if I can answer your concerns, any of 
the ones I actually heard ..." 


"As I said before, Strider. This is my roommate. He bought strawberries." And he gestured 
with the bag. "And yes, Dodgers. I know who Alex is, I'm not stupid and those counts you 
have are wrong. My best friend is the Devourer, 000 scary ." 


Alex snorted when Morgan wiggled his fingers for dramatic effect. And Dodgers snapped. 
"Do you think this is funny!?" 


"Um, yes. Yes I do. Because it's truce night and you all are making an ass of yourselves. 
Peony, is the only exception." Alex replied. 


And she just narrowed her eyes, but she was looking at her brother. "Morgan I can't believe 
you..." 


"What? He /ives here. You all knew that." Morgan said incredulously. 


That seemed to throw dear old Dave off a bit. "What? You all did?" 


The other four heroes looked a little uncomfortable. Strider seemed more pissed than 
awkward, but Peony was the first one to speak up first, "I mean yeah... But Alex lives here. 
With Morgan. Not- it's not a villain thing." 


"Under the Accords, which your little association wrote, you can't go after people who aren't 
doing something 'villainous' or actively dangerous to the public. And since I follow the 
Accords, I'm protected by them too." Alex explained to Dodgers, and so what if his tone was 
a little condescending. "I just live here." 


"You've got to be kidding me- You- He- You all don't actually believe he follows the 
Accords." Dave said, frustration in every jerky movement. 


"Can you prove that he doesn't?" Morgan asked cooly. 


Dave spluttered for a moment. "He- he's killed friends of mine." 


"Who used lethal force against me first." Alex reminded him. 


"You're practically unkillable!" 


"Ah, but your Accords, just say lethal force. Not lethal to whom." Alex said helpfully, 
"Besides, it was your little band of heroes that sent out that international memo making me 
fair game because I'm... what was it? 'Too dangerous to live.' Now every idiot with a cape 
and ideas of grandeur, goes 'all out' thinking they can kill me. They start those fights, not me. 
I just end them." Alex elaborated, as if this was the hundredth time he's had to explain this. 


"And when I do pick fights, I follow the Accords. Public decorations, 48 hours in advance 
with my reasons for the fight. Your association were the ones that didn't specify that the 
reasons had to make sense. And J like fighting. But I follow the Accords." Alex reiterated. 
"And I'll follow your truce night rules too." 


They all just started at Alex and Morgan, the silence stretched on and on before Peony finally 
broke it. "Do... Do you trust him, Morgan?" She stared right at him. 


He met her gaze and held it. "With my life." Morgan said without any doubt in his mind. 


Alex was trying to keep an eye on all the heroes but he couldn't help glancing down at 
Morgan when he spoke. It... He didn’t realize how much he liked hearing that- knowing what 
Morgan thought of him. That he trusted him so much. It made his heart... well if not soar, 
then beat a little faster. 


Peony watched Alex's glance flick to her brother's back... And all she saw was fondness. 
And Morgan was dead serious. She blew out a breath and uncrossed her arms. "Alright then." 
And she moved across the living room and offered Alex her hand. "Hi Alex, I'm Peony, 
Morgan's sister. Please don't sit next to my fiancé at dinner." 


Alex took her hand and shook it. "Hi Peony. And not even if you paid me." He grinned and 
she just snorted. It reminded him a lot of when he first met Morgan. 


The others were staring at her mouths agape. 


"Peony- You can't be serious!" Strider demanded. 


"Yes, I am. It's truce night, Morgan made lasagna, and I'm starving." She replied. But she did 
punch Morgan in the arm, hard. 


"And you! You dick. You should have warned us." 


"Ow- Hey!" Morgan protested and rubbed at his arm. "Warned you that I wasn't going to kick 
my roommate out so we all could have dinner?" 


"You know what I mean." And she made to poke him in the chest but stopped. 


He did and he still didn't care. He shouldn't have to warn them or what was the point of truce 
night? He thought, still rubbing his arm. "Come on, let's set the table." He grumbled. 


And this time when Morgan and Alex headed further into the apartment no one tried to stop 
them. 


Alex however had different plans and started steering Morgan to the table and not the 
kitchen. "Hey! Alex, wait!" 


"You need to sit. I saw you starting to sway." Alex pressed. "You overdid it this morning, 
now come on." 


"No, I'm fine. Alex, you're overreacting." Morgan protested. "We just have to set the table. I 
can do that." And he resisted Alex's tug and Alex didn't force him. 


He did, however, narrow his eyes at the shorter villain. "I'll get the plates down, you can put 
them around." Alex compromised. 


"Ugh, fine." Morgan relented. "I can lift my arms above my head you know." He grumbled as 
they went back into the kitchen. They didn't notice the others all exchanging glances. 


"Not without wincing." Alex countered. 


Morgan just rolled his eyes and put the strawberries in the fridge, he could cut them up after 
dinner. But he took the plates Alex handed to him and wandered back into the dining area, to 
set the table. 


"So what does everyone want to drink?" Morgan asked. 


Peony poked her head into the kitchen. "Uh... I can take the napkins and silverware." She 
offered. 


"Oh, sure." And Alex handed them to her before pulling the foil off of the lasagna. It was 
time to cut it up. 


"I've got red wine breathing on the counter and that cider you and Dad like in the fridge, 
Mom." Morgan offered as he started setting plates down. 


"... A cider sounds very nice, thank you dear." She said after a moment. 


"I'd love some wine." Peony added as she came back in. 


"Same." Morgan laughed. 


But from the kitchen Alex called. "No alcohol." 


"Killjoy." Morgan called back. 


"You and I both know you can't mix your meds with alcohol. Your liver will thank me." He 
said as he sliced the lasagna into even pieces. 


"You worry too much." Morgan responded as if they've had this conversation several times... 
because of course they had. But he also didn't push the issue. "I also have tea and coke." 
Morgan added as he set the last plates down, with Peony following behind him with the other 
place settings. 


"Dad, Strider, Dave?" Morgan asked glancing up. 


"Um, a cider for me too, kiddo." Rob finally managed. 


"Water." Was all Strider grunted. 


Dave took a little longer before he finally put away his shield. "...Coke, I guess." 


"Sure thing." Morgan said, before turning back to the kitchen. 


His mom intercepted him though. "Meds?" Was all she said, but her concern was evident. 


"Just the painkillers. I've got another week of them and then another handful before it will 
completely stop hurting when I breathe. At least that's what my doctor assured me. But I'm 
fine, really." 


She hesitated for a second before hugging him again. It was gentle and kind and loving. And 
it was part of the reason Morgan had even agreed to truce night in the first place. His family 
loved him. Except Strider maybe. But his mom and dad did. And they had changed. And they 
were still trying to do better by him... And who was he to stop their progress. 


So he hugged her back, ribs be damned." ... /'m okay, Mom." 


She sniffled and nodded and let him go. "I know, I know- I... I'm still your mother, I'm 
always going to worry." 


"I know." And he rubbed her arms a little. "But I'm doing fine." And he was. And she knew 
that. He ran away from home and was doing just fine without them. And not for the last time 
did she feel all that regret for driving him out of their home, however unintentionally. So 
when he turned to go back into the kitchen she let him go. 


"Table's set." Morgan declared. As he began grabbing down cups for the assorted drinks. 
Until he spied the wine glasses. On the very top shelf. Again. "Damn it, Alex." He muttered, 
"You put the wine glasses at the top again." 


"Yes, where they go." 


"No, where you think they go." Morgan corrected him. 


But Alex just rolled his eyes and stepped into Morgan's space to get two down. "Here." He 
said handing the set down to him. 


"Hrmpf." Was all Morgan grumbled before saying louder. "We only need one." 


"I'm having wine too." Alex said and smirked at his friend. 


"You absolutely bastard." Morgan replied but he was laughing while he said it. 


"Um..." Peony said from the doorway, they hadn't seemed to notice her during their little 
exchange. "Is there anything else I can do to help?" 


"Oh, yeah. Can you get the salad out for the table?" Morgan asked, gesturing to the fridge. 


"Sure!" And she moved over there. It made her happy to see more than just condiments in the 
fridge, but actually food. She remembered seeing Dave's fridge for the first time and feeling 
horrified at how empty it was. "Nice fridge." She commented as she bumped the stainless 
steel door closed. 


"You can thank Alex for buying that one. He had to replace the last one." Morgan snickered 
as he poured out the wine. 


"Super strength?" She asked. 


"Super strength." Morgan confirmed. "He ripped the door right off." 


"... Rip the door off one time and they never let you live it down." Alex sighed. 


Peony giggled at Alex's expense. "It's okay. Our Mom has done it a few times. She actually 
took the car door off once too!" 


"I remember her face as she tried to figure out what she was gonna say to the mechanic." 
Morgan added. He grinned over at his sister and they both laughed. 


Speak of the devil , and Ellen poked her head into the kitchen. "Everything alright?" 


"Yup, we were telling Alex about the time you ripped the car door off." Peony said with a 
giggle. 


"Oh gods, your father was so exasperated with me. I was just so embarrassed." She said just a 
little embarrassed now remembering the incident. 


"It's okay. Alex ripped the door off the fridge because he wanted a hot pocket." Morgan 
replied cheerfully. 


"One time..." Alex grumbled at the lasagna he just finished slicing. 


"Oh. Well. It happens to us all. Super strength, what can you do?" Ellen said trying to keep 
the conversation going but still too awkward around Alex to say anything more. 


Peony snickered at Alex but passed her Mom the salad bowl. "Here you can take this and I'll 
get the bread. They're both for the table." 


"Oh sure, honey." And she took the bowl and tongs happy to help and to escape her 
awkwardness. 


Peony shot one more look to Morgan before grabbing the bread and her wine and following 
Ellen out. 


"She's gonna be mad at me for a while..." Morgan sighed as he started getting the other 
drinks out. 


*"She'll forgive you."* Alex thought, opening up a small psychic link with Morgan. 


Morgan managed to only fumble with the cans of coke and not drop them. *"Ack. I keep 
forgetting you can do that."* 


*"Sorry."* And he shot his friend a sheepish look. 


*"Tt's all good."* 


*" You're mom seems to be coming around."* 


*"Kinda...""* And Morgan sighed as he poured the cans over ice. *"She just doesn't want to 
start shit right now. But I can tell she's not happy about this... Eventually....Maybe she might. 
Maybe they all might... Except, Strider. He probably won't.""* 


And Alex could feel a surge of resentment, disgust, and anger wash through the link as 
Morgan thought about his brother. There's something else there he hasn't told me about... 
Alex thought, but he kept it to himself, what he did say was, *"Well you were right. The only 
way to get them to see you for who you are is to actually show them... And they didn't shoot 
me on sight so... Progress."* And he grinned at Morgan, fangs and all. 


Morgan snorted and just shook his head. "Come on then, I should go be seen or whatever." 


Alex took the lasagna, not bothering with the oven mits. It wasn't like the pan could burn him 
anyway. And then his wine glass. And followed after Morgan, who managed to carry the 


other three glasses and the two bottles. Who knew being a waiter for 2 years would be so 
handy... 


"Dinner's ready." Morgan hummed as he set the glasses down. "Let's eat." And the men in the 
living room reluctantly made their way over. 


To Morgan's relief, Peony sat next to Alex, then Dave and Strider, then Dad and Mom and 
him, on Alex's other side. No disasters yet... 


"Well, thank you son. It was very kind of you to open up your home to us and... This smells 
amazing." Rob said, smiling down the table at him. 


"I hope it tastes just as good." He chuckled and then everyone was distracted by passing food 
around and getting bread and it almost seemed... happy. Until Strider opened his dumb 
mouth. 


"So Alex..." Strider drawled, "You seem to have managed nursemaid pretty well, any other 
hobbies?" 


Morgan shot Strider a nasty look but he was just looking at Alex. "It's called compassion and 
friendship, Stri, maybe you could try it sometime." Morgan snapped out. 


Strider's gaze shot to Morgan and narrowed into a glare. He started to speak but was cut off 
by Rob. "Boys! Knock it off." 


Both held back more violent words at their fathers' reprimand. Alex however was unphased. 
"I knit, actually." 


Every gaze at the table shot to him, "I find it relaxing... In fact, I made those throw blankets 
in the living room." He hummed and gestured to the two that were thrown decoratively over 
the backs of the sofa. 


"That's... very interesting." Ellen said trying to be polite. "I've always wanted to be more 
crafty but I just never had the time." 


"It's really easy to pick up, I could show you if you'd like." Alex offered, all smiles. 


As Morgan covertly took in his family's expression, it was about what he'd expected and 
hoped for. Absolutely uncertainty. Because for once in their lives they have to think about 
Alex being a person under all that reputation. "You're making your Mom one for Christmas, 
right?" 


"Mhmm. And a glove and hat set for my Dad." He confirmed. 


"Oh so your parents are..." Rob said uncertainty. 


"Alive and well." Alex confirmed. 


"... | was actually going to ask if they were human..." Mumbled the older hero. 


"Dad!" Morgan said exasperation filling the word. 


Alex, however out right laughed, before catching himself. "Hmm. Sorry." He said grinning. 
"But, yes, they're human like me." 


There was another wave of near audible processing as the heroes took that one in. "And 
um... What do they think about your... line of work?" Ellen asked uncertainly. 


"They didn't particularly approve at first." Alex said as he pulled a piece of bread apart. 
"They're a bit old fashioned and thought I should monolog a lot more." And he snickered at 
some private thought. 


"So they're both villains?" This time it was Dave asking the question. And it didn't sound like 
he was trying to pull teeth either. 


"Yes, both. But being villains they can get very set in their ways. When my opinions clashed 
with theirs, my mom figured she could make me agree with her by threatening to throw me 
out. And I, being a teenager, was chalked full of overconfidence and stupidity. So I called her 
bluff and Ieft." Alex said with a shrug. "But a few years later she reached out and we worked 
things out. Mostly I think it was my Dad's doing, he assumed I was going to pick the stupid 
option when she tried to put her foot down and so didn't agree with her." 


"They're very nice." Morgan added, from what he could remember from those few video calls 
Alex had gotten over the last few months. "I think... This is your mom's recipe, right?" And 
Morgan gestured to the lasagna. 


"M'hmmm. She was and is a much better chef than I am." Alex replied, but he noticed that 
several people froze with their forks to their mouths and he rolled his eyes. "If there was 
something wrong with it why would we be eating it too?" He questioned. 


Several of the heroes exchanged looks but then people resumed eating. Morgan just shook his 
head in exasperation, "And people think it's us villains who are paranoid..." 


"Shut up, Morgan." Peony said with all the force a littler sister can manage. He only grinned 
back at her. She primly chose to ignore his goading. "This wine was a good choice." She 
hummed taking another sip. 


"Thank Alex, I'm terrible with wine." Morgan replied. 


"So am I." The other villain said, "You just have to pick with confidence and hope for the 
best." 


"You keep saying that and I still don't believe you." Morgan chuckled. 


And then Strider managed to put his foot down in the middle of it again. "Is it true that you 
drink blood." He phrased it like a question but his tone was more than a little snide. 


"Only of the people who annoy me." Alex replied smoothly, leaving the rest of that statement 
unsaid. So stop trying to annoy me. 


But it did throw off the whole conversation again . Morgan had to resist the urge to smack 
Strider, once again. Instead he said, "It's actually not that bad." 


This was disarming enough that the heroes weren't staring at Alex with apprehension but 
were now focused on goggling at Morgan. "What?" He said with a shrug. 


" ‘Not that bad?'" Alex said a little insulted. "It's infinitely better than that horrendous 
chocolate milk, red bull, espresso concoction, you drink." 


"Ew. Oh my god Morgan you really don't still make that thing do you?" Peony asked, 
thoroughly disgusted. 


"He does." Alex answered for him. 


"Hey! I like it!" Morgan said trying to defend his poor life choices. "I'm just not as weak as 
you are. Leave me and my caffeine addiction alone." 


Alex just shook his head at his friend, not even going to dignify that with an answer. 


Dave however shrugged. "Eh, it could be worse. On base whenever we had night shift for 
guard duty, we'd dump like 3 or 4 energy shots into our coffee and then pour an energy drink 
over top. The problem we always ran into was trying to deal with the bitterness." 


"See? He gets it." Morgan said flashing a quick conspiratorial look at the hero. "That's why I 
started doing the chocolate milk and espresso. It really helps cut back on that." 


"Well he doesn't drink that now, Morgan. He's not a child." Peony said but when she glanced 
over at him, Dave just made a so-so gesture with his hand. "Dave!" 


"Vindicated." Was all Morgan declared. 


"You are so disgusting." Peony said, wrinkling her nose. 


"No, I'm perpetually exhausted. And I walk the fine line between the too." 


Peony just shook her head. But Ellen put her hand on Morgan's shoulder. "Are you not 
getting enough sleep?" 


"Eh, it's so so. Just depends on the night." 


"Is it the insomnia?" She asked still in mom mode. 


"I mean... yes. Pretty much always." Morgan chuckled. 


"You sure it's not because you're up late robbing a place?" Strider drawled before sneering 
over at his brother. 


Morgan tried. He did. He wanted to be civil and polite and try to make this work but Fuck. 
Strider. "Nah, I'm usually home well before 10. I'm actually good at what I do." 


"Boys." Their father warned, but it fell on deaf ears. 


Strider just snorted derisively. "That's not what your record says. Besides, I heard you got 
picked up by the Guardians , they hardly even count as B-tier." 


Yeah and they almost beat me to death. Morgan did not say. What a confidence booster. 
"Excuse me for not being prepared for some meat heads with anger problems- Oh wait, I 
guess I should be since I had to live with you-" 


"Boys!" Rob snapped and only Morgan managed to look guilty. Strider just looked annoyed. 
"We are trying to be civil here." 


It took everything Morgan had not to say "Yeah but he started it.' Because he was not a little 
kid. He was not a kid anymore, damn it. And yet Strider could just get under his skin in a 
way no one else ever could. It drives Morgan up the wall. 


Morgan just huffed out his breath. "You're right... How about dessert?" He managed in an 
almost civil tone. "I made shortcake, I just need to cut up the strawberries." He said tiredly 
before pushing away from the table. 


He didn't really wait to hear anyone's response before he left. But he heard Alex's voice in his 


head. * "You sure I can't break one of his legs? Or no, how about I rip one of his arms off?" 
* 


Morgan snorted and it managed to curb the angry tears. * "No. You can't rip his arm off... But 
T really want to say yes."* 


* "We'll talk about it more later."* 


Morgan just shook his head and tried to wipe the smirk off his face. He had to brace himself 
on the counter and a little bit as his head swam. His ribs were killing him from all the 
cooking and cleaning he'd done the last few days. And Alex hadn't been wrong when he'd 
said he'd seen Morgan sway. His painkillers, the full dose today, were making the ground 
shift underneath him sometimes. "Shit..." 


Meanwhile in the dining area, Alex and surprisingly Dave were helping clear the table. 
Morgan had pulled himself mostly together by the time they came in. "Oh, thanks Dave. You 
didn't have to do that." 


"Oh no. My Ma would skin me alive if she ever found out I didn't help clear the table after 
someone made a meal for me." He chuckled. "It's a threat I don't take lightly." 


"Fair enough." Morgan said as the hero set the dishes down. Alex made sure to wait for him 
to move before stepping over the sink as well. 


Dave still looked very wary of Alex but he wasn't acting hostile. "So... P, told me that you're 
actually the landlord of this building, that's got to be a pretty nice job." 


"It has its perks." Morgan replied, as he got out the strawberries to rinse. "No rent for one." 


"And this close to downtown. That's quite the steal." He whistled. "How much do you 
charge?" 


"Oh um, I choose to base my rent on the tenants income, rather than a flat rate." He said, 
dumping the bright red berries into a colander. 


"Really? Why? This place is in a really nice spot for anyone who wants to stay close to the 
city, the rates for other buildings must be flat." 


"... This building is in a lower class part of town and I was more interested in giving back to 
the community than making an exorbitant profit off people who can't afford it." Morgan said 
calmly but he watched Dave out of the corner of his eye. "I was homeless for a couple of 
years. I'd rather not have other people have to go through that." 


Dave realized what he said was wrong. "I... Shit. | wasn't thinking about the area just-" 


"Just the profit. I know. It's okay. I just prefer to think about the people. Each door in this 
building isn't a room to rent, it's all somebody has. It's their home, it's not great, but it's at 
least a place to start." He said sagely as he rinsed the strawberries. 


Dave just shook his head, "I- I think I get why Peony loves you so much. You're a lot like her. 
I'm sorry for being an ass." 


"It's okay. I already knew you were one." Morgan said before smirking over at the hero and 
placing the berries down next to the cutting board Alex had gotten out for him. And Alex, 
thank you so much , was loading the dishwasher and just listening in. 


"Okay, ouch... But fair." He laughed too. "I'm trying to be better." 


"Do or do not. There is no try." Morgan quoted at him before trying one of the strawberries. 
"Peony is a good teacher. Let her help." 


"I- I know. And I am." 


"Good. Now go away while I finish up dessert." 


Dave just laughed but let himself be ushered out of the kitchen. The moment he was gone, 
Morgan heard Alex's thoughts again. * "He's gonna have to stay on the no kill list isn't he?" * 


* "Afraid so." * 


* "Damm."* 


Morgan just laughed as he started slicing berries. The duo was silently working on their 
separate projects for a bit before, Alex said, out loud this time, "... you could probably sit and 


cut those..." 


Morgan held back a sigh but shifted his weight to his other side again as if that would make 
his lungs hurt any less. "I could yeah..." 


"How bad is it?" Alex asked as he loaded another plate. Both weren't whispering but they 
were keeping their voices down. 


"It..." And he hesitated for a second before relinquishing the front he'd been putting up. "... 
sucks. A lot, actually." 


Neither said anything, nor did they stop what they were doing. Morgan made no attempt to 
move to the table and Alex didn't press him on it. Because Morgan wasn't pretending to be 
less hurt for Alex's benefit and they both knew it. 


"... Could you make the whipped cream?" Morgan finally asked in concession to his pain. 


"Sure." Alex hummed and rinsed his hands before stepping over the fridge for the heavy 
cream. He wished he could to a lot more for his friend but... There were just some abilities 
he didn't want to test his luck with. And it was a gamble he certainly wasn't going to make 
with Morgan's health. 


He'd never actually made whipped cream by hand before. He knew how but as Alex got 
down the bowl and out the whisk he realized this was going to be a challenge in control more 
than anything. He needed to whip the cream slow enough that he didn't make it butter or 
break the whisk or crack the bowl, or any other thing in the vicinity. Well if nothing else Alex 
was always up for the challenge. 


By the time Morgan was finished with the strawberries, Alex had not only succeeded in 
making whipped cream and not butter, but he also had sliced all the shortcake in half and 
plated them. 


"Thanks..." Morgan breathed. The pain was not worse but it... it was perpetual. It never went 
away. Every breath hurt. He didn't realize just how often he breathed until now. Like he knew 
he did but... god couldn't it just be fewer. Not in the dead way. He thought, just in case the 
universe was feeling spiteful. 


"Of course..." Alex trailed off, still watching his friend's face. He looked just this side of 
ragged, but he knew the moment Morgan stepped out of the kitchen his smile would be back 
and no one would be the wiser. It concerned him a great deal, just how exactly did Morgan 
get this good at hiding his... well everything from the people around him. It was even hard 
for Alex to read him some days. 


But Alex didn't press and Morgan didn't ask. So they worked together to make the little 
individual strawberry shortcakes. Within a few moments they were carrying out seven plates 
between them, both acting as though nothing was wrong. 


"Dessert's done." Morgan informed the group sunily, as he and Alex joined them in his living 
room. 


"Oh that looks lovely~" Ellen exclaimed, taking a plate from her son. 


"It really does. Thank you." Rob added, also taking one. 


Alex smiled and handed a plate to Strider... who didn't not take it. He kept his arms crossed 
and shot Alex a look of absolute contempt. 


I could rip out your heart with the snap of my fingers. Alex thought, but all he did was place 
the plate on the end table next to him, before moving to perch on the arm of the sofa next to 
Morgan. No one offered to scoot over to make space for him and he was glad for it. 


Praise for the dessert was shared and modest acceptance was heard. It almost could have 
worked, Morgan thought looking back on that night as a whole. Just another 30 minutes of 
idle chit chat and then their goodbyes and done. Truce Night accomplished. But no. Of course 
that didn't happen. Nothing ever goes according to plan. 


Especially not when Strider was involved. 


He hadn't said a word since Alex and Morgan brought out dessert. He hadn't dained to pick 
up his plate. He just stared holes into Morgan and Alex. Finally he snapped, interrupting an 
anecdote Peony had been telling about her actual day job. 


"Are we seriously just going to sit here and pretend like the most notorious villain and 
murderer on the planet isn't sitting across the room." He demanded and the room fell silent 
at his sudden loud outburst. 


"He has a bounty on his head from 6 different countries and we're just sitting here eating 
fucking strawberry shortcake ?" His tone was venomous with rage. 


Alex however could literally not care /ess about Strider or his problems. "It's actually 7." He 
hummed thoughtfully as he went to stab another strawberry slice. "Brazil recently issued one, 
yesterday morning, I think." 


"You son of a bitch." And Strider shot to his feet in a blur, literally quivering. The others all 
started to move but Alex stayed just where he was. He wasn't frightened of this baby hero. 
And from where Alex was sitting the infamous Sprint moved very slowly. 


However, his next words weren't aimed at Alex. 


"I don't care how much you like getting on your knees Morgan, but this is fucking disgusting 
even for you." Snarled the enraged hero. 


The silence in the room was suddenly deafening. 


" Excuse me?" Breathed Morgan, fury creeping into his words, as he pushed to his feet. 


"You heard me!" And he jabbed a finger in Morgan's direction. "You don't think we know 
exactly what's going on here! This is just another one of your stupid little out bursts, except 
instead of sleeping with whatever guy you could find. You're letting that hellspawn fuck you! 
All you wanted was the fucking attention right!" 


"You entitled homophobic arrogant Bastard!" Morgan gritted out. Hatred poured off of him 
in waves. Alex shifted on the arm of the sofa and Morgan shot a hand out. "You stay out of 
this." Not even bothering to turn to look at Alex. 


It wasn't a request. It was a command. And Alex did what he said even if all he wanted in this 
moment was to rip Strider in half. But Morgan was on a roll. 


" Listen to me Strider, you stupid selfish asshole! First off 1am FUCKING BI! It's not for 
Goddamned attention! It's just who I am! Secondly, who I do and do not sleep with is literally 
none of your fucking business! And lastly! I know you have your head shoved so far up your 
own ass that you can't see daylight but Alex. And. I. Are. Friends . I know you don't have 
any experience with friendship but it does fucking exist!" Morgan raged. His words burned 
like acid and scorched everything in their path. 


Strider was red in the face and was starting to blur from how fast he was shaking. He opened 
his mouth to snarl but Morgan cut him off with a jerk of his hand. 


" No! No, more from you, you pompous dickhead! I don't have to put up with your bullshit in 
my own fucking home. Shut up and get out!" He snarled, pointing at the door. 


" Or what. " Hissed Strider." You can't beat me Morgan, you never could." 


"I don't have to you absolute moron! I own the fucking building! All I have to do is call the 
cops and tell them that you're goddamn trespassing! Because as of right now, You. Are. " 
Morgan snapped back." Now Get Out Of My Building." 


Strider's eyes narrowed. "You wouldn't dare-" 


"Like hell I wouldn't, Strider! Like hell! And I'll ruin your 'oh so precious' reputation while 
I'm at it! Because at least then it will be public knowledge that I'm not the only fuck-up in 
this family!" 


Alex could see the murderous hate build on Strider's face. And that's what it was. Murderous 
. Alex knew enough about murderous intent to recognize it in others and Strider, the pompous 
asshole hero, was about ready to snap. 


Alex didn't think Morgan was quite there yet though. He was breathing-takingly furious. He 
was stunning with rage. But he wasn't quite murdererous. Alex knew what that looked like on 
his friend too. And if Morgan really wanted Strider dead he wouldn't be standing here yelling 
about it. He'd just do it. Just like the other times he'd had to kill someone. 


The one thing Alex knew with absolute certainty was that if Strider even tried to come over 
here, Alex would End him. 


But he watched the speedster take in the frozen looks of horror on his family's faces. And the 
rage ebbed enough for childish incomprehension to take over.' Because how could they all be 
mad at me?’ Alex rolled his eyes, but relaxed marginally as Strider began to turn to the door, 
practically moving in slow motion. 


Alex watched him the whole time and saw Strider send one last bitter look over his shoulder 
at Morgan as he wrenched open the door. And then Strider caught Alex watching him. And 
all the color drained from the speedster's face. Alex didn't break eye contact. He wanted 
Strider to see just how utterly he would have failed if he'd gone through with his first instinct. 
I would have destroyed you . 


And then he was gone and Alex let the world catch back up with him. The door slammed and 
everyone jumped. Everyone but Morgan who was still shaking with rage. And Alex assumed 
he was rapidly trying to stuff his own emotions away as fast as he could cram them into some 
recess of his mind. 


"Strider-!" Ellen tried to call her son back helplessly. "Morgan- He- I-" 


Morgan just turned away still fuming carrying his plate to the kitchen. 


"Morgan- honey-" She caught his arm. 


"What, Mom! What!" He snapped out. "What do you want from me. He fucking started this. 
And I do not have to put up with it anymore. " 


"You're right but- But he's your brother." 


"So what." 


"He loves-" 


"No . No he doesn't." Morgan ground out. 


"He was just- just under a lot of stress recently, kiddo." Rob said trying to help. 


It was the worst thing he could have said. Morgan's teeth clicked audibly when he closed his 
mouth. This time his words were low, "' He was just stressed, Morgan .' 'He was under a lot 
of pressure being a new hero, Morgan .' 'You know how hard finals week is for him, Morgan 
.’" He threw their own words back at them. Words he had been hearing from them for 25 
years. Excuse for Strider. Always always excuses. 


"Morgan- that's not fair. We-" 


"You're right. /t's not. " Morgan growled bitterly. "Just like how you two are both about to 
make excuses to leave to check on him before his temper tantrum brings down a building. 
Don't bother. There's the door." 


And he tugged out of his mother's grip and stormed into the kitchen. He just closed his eyes 
and waited. ...four... five.... six... And the door opened and closed. 


Fuck. It hurt. It hurt every damned time. He fucking knew they would leave. Would pick 
Strider over him. They always do. And it still hurts. God does it hurt. Anger mixed with bile 
I'm his stomach and it tried to choke him. He swallowed back the tears and the rage and all of 
it- just all of it. He just wanted all of it to stop. 


He stood there leaning on the counter until he managed to catch his breath before heading 
back into the living room to clean up. And there was Alex... And Peony and Dave. Great. 
Awesome. Amazing. 


He didn't say a word and prayed to every god he could think of that they would just leave him 
be. But of course they didn't. 


"Morgan!" Peony hurried to him. 


He just held up his hand to stop her. "Look, P. It's fine- I just. Sorry for this. It's fine I can 
clean up." 


"But-" 


"It's fine." He insisted. 


"It's actually not." Alex said calmly. He was still perched on the arm of the sofa, arms crossed 
casually over his chest. He looked perfectly at ease and Morgan could have hated him for it. 
"It's not fine, Morgan. It doesn't have to be." 


And then Alex just /ooked at him. Expectantly. Knowingly. 


"Don't start with me Alex. I am not in the mood." He growled darkly. 


"T can see that." 


" Don't look at me like that!" Morgan demanded, taking a step closer to his friend, the rage 
clawing its way back to the surface again despite his best efforts. 


"Like what?" 


"Like you fucking know what I'm going to say next!" Morgan snapped. 


"I actually don't." Alex said thoughtfully as Morgan just seethed. "I don't because you never 
talk about this Morgan. At least not to me. And I assume not to anyone else." He knew he 
was pushing Morgan's buttons, but he couldn't stand to watch this eat Morgan alive for the 
next week or month or year. /t would fester in him forever if he let it . 


"Do you know why I don't talk about it! It's because I hate his goddamn guts!" Morgan 
snarled. "I hate him so much that I want him dead! It keeps me up at night wondering just 
how much damage I could do to him before he bled to death!" Morgan shouted, throwing his 
hands up and he started moving around. Unable to stand still while the dam broke. 


"I haven't lived with that bastard in over 10 years! Fucking 10! And yet- and yet he just 
strolls on in here- into our home! And just like that! Just like that I'm fucking right back to 
where I was when I was 15. And he just gets under my skin! And I fucking let him. I LET 
HIM." Morgan spat. "I hate him so fucking much and still- Still that Asshole just- Just- 
Doesn't give a shit! He doesn't listen to me or talk to me or even try to understand! But he's 
still the fucking perfect one!" 


It didn't happen very often for Alex to take this role. Usually it was Alex who was furious 

and it was Morgan who was listening. But he had done this before and he knew Morgan. He 
knew his friend liked to throw things when he got this heated. In fact, when they first started 
hanging out Morgan had a target spray painted on the reinforced section of wall in his living 
room. It was where he kept his villainous supplies. But the target had had darts sticking out of 
it and a small pile of broken things all stacked up underneath it the first time he'd been over. 
Earlier this year before Alex had moved in, Morgan had repainted the wall, erasing the 
bullseye. 


But Alex still knew his friend was going to throw something. And all of the plates and 
glasses that were readily at hand were part of a set and would be a bitch to replace. The cheap 
dollar store vase with glass stones and fake flowers on the other hand... He plucked up the 
vase and held it out to his friend on his next pass. 


Morgan snatch up the vase without thinking. "He's still the golden child! He's still the first 
fucking second gen hero in the family!!" And Morgan hurled the vase against the far wall. It 
shattered in a satisfying spray of glittering glass and tumbling translucent stones. He panted 
in the stunned silence. 


"Bullseye." Alex noted idly, seeing through the layers of paint. 


"What?" Morgan said out of breath and shaking. 


Alex gestured to the wall and Morgan blinked. "Fuck." He said but it almost came out as a 
laugh. He leaned down to rest his head on his arms on the back of the sofa. " God damnit... 
God damnit...." He muttered. 


Alex just waited for his friend to catch his breath. "How are the ribs?" 


"Oh, I fucking hate you..." Morgan mumbled as he pushed himself up and leaned against the 
sofa instead. 


"No you don't." 


"No I don't..." Morgan agreed. "... they fucking hurt." 


"Yeah, I figured. You've been taking pretty shallow breaths... If you're not careful, you'll get 
pneumonia." Alex said, still just waiting for Morgan. 


"Eat me..." Morgan muttered dragginghis fingers through his hair, before finally relenting to 
Alex's unspoken request. He sat. He just didn't bother to use a chair. He just slid right to the 
floor, body still shaking. He wished it would stop. He didn't want to. He refused to fucking 
cry over this. Not again god damnit. 


Alex peered over at him. "You aren't going to be able to stand up from there." 


"That's why I have you..." Morgan muttered but there was no real heat in it. 


Finally Peony made her way over. She had to pull free from Dave who had pulled her into 
him the second Morgan started yelling at Alex. Dave expected things to turn sour fast but... 
the only thing broken was a vase. 


Alex glanced up as she approached and silently he shifted so she could get by. Usually Alex 
would be the one to sit on the floor with Morgan but... Peony might actually have more 
experience with this than he did. 


She just swept her skirt to the side and plunked down onto the vinyl flooring with Morgan. 
He was half curled around one leg, the other pushed out a little ways in front of him. She 
didn't say anything, she just rested her head on his shoulder. After a moment she sighed, 
"Strider sucks." 


"Strider sucks." Morgan echoed and Peony chuckled a little. 


"They do love you..." She murmured. 


"I know... It's just not as much as they love you two." 


She wanted to argue. She had argued this with Morgan for years, but... "They are trying 
Morgan. They know they made mistakes." 


"Then maybe the could fucking apologize for them." 


She didn't have a good answer for that and before she could manage to say something else, 
Morgan shifted his head to look at her. 


"... you don't have to do this, P... I'm not a kid and neither are you. You have... An actual life 
to live, even if it's gonna be with that asshat." And he thumbed back towards where Dodgers 
was. 


Peony smacked him. "Dave is not an asshat." 


"To you. You've never had to fight or run from captain tightass over there." 


"You know I can hear you..." Dave muttered. 


"I don't give a shit, Dave." Morgan called back. 


"Regardless." Peony said before either of them could continue. "I'm not trying to do this 
because I have to Morgan. I want to . | love you and Mom and Dad... and sometimes even 
Strider." 


Morgan made a gagging noise. 


"Shut up I'm trying to make a point." And Morgan stopped. "I love you. And I- I don't want 
to have to pick between you and mom and dad. I never wanted there to be sides in the first 
place..." And she dropped her head back onto his shoulder. 


Morgan just rested his head against hers. "... I know and I'm sorry... I just couldn't- can't..." 


"Let them make you into someone you're not. I know, and I don't want you to change either. 
You're finally starting to be happy again Morgan... I don't want to take that from you. Even if 
your best friend is a psychopath." 


Alex snickered. 


"I'm pretty sure he's not. He's not mentally sound-" 


"Excuse you." 


"But neither am I so..." Morgan went on ignoring his roommate. 


"Hmmph." Peony grumbled. 


"He has empathy. It disqualifies him." 


"I resent this slander." Alex butted in again. 


"Still," Peony said, "You're happier here then I have ever seen you... I think you need to go 
to therapy but I doubt you'll listen. Just know that it has really helped me cope with all of this 
in a healthier way then throwing vases at the wall." She said meaningfully. 


"I actually haven't done that in almost a year... But... I don't know, P." 


"Look... just think about it. For me, please?" 


"Alright..." And Morgan couldn't help it, "You gonna go try and convince Stri to go to 
therapy too?" 


"I have been trying to for like... 7 years." She sighed. "He just laughs at me and says that it's 
‘some girly shit'. And then I trap him in a bubble for being a sexist asshole." 


Morgan laughed and swiped at his face. He wasn't crying but he still didn't want to risk 
having any stray tears. "I'm so glad you can kick his ass. At least he can't pick on you as 
much..." 


"Yeah..." And the pair fell silent knowing that Morgan wasn't so lucky. "I love you..." She 
whispered again. 


"I love you too." 


They sat there for a little while longer before Morgan sighed and Peony shifted. "Time to 
stand up..." Morgan muttered. 


"Should I..." Peony offered as she moved to sit on her knees. 


"Just give me your hands and pull." Morgan said as she stood. He offered her his hands. 


"On three?" 


Morgan nodded and then they both said "Three." in unison. She pulled and he pulled back. 
And oh god did it hurt, but he made it to his feet and only staggered a little before she caught 
him in a hug. "Fuck... ow." 


"What really happened, Morgan? It wasn't just a car crash was it..." Peony asked as she 
pulled back to look at his grimacing face. 


He debated for a moment before answering. "Some thugs tried to beat me to death when they 
discovered I'm not a snitch." 


"What!" She gasped. "Morgan! Who!" 


"I'm not a snitch." He reminded her. "I just got my ass handed to me to prove it. No." 


"But-" 


"No " 


"Morgan-" 


"No. I'm gonna handle it myself. Let it go. I mean that." He told her. 


She just frowned up at him, "... Damn, I wish you weren't so stubborn." 


"I wouldn't have survived this long if I weren't so full of reckless stupid spite. So I disagree 
with you." 


She wanted to press. To ask more. To demand answers... but he looked exhausted. And just a 
little venomous still. You were never meant to be a hero... She was afraid that when she first 
had that thought that it was a mean one but the more she considered it the more she realized 
that it was a complement to not be so confined to one roll. So she let it go. 


"Fine... Fine. But... I don't know, try to be safer, please?" 


"Sure." He laughed and hugged her. "Now go home." 


"Ugh, some goodbye." She complained while grinning and hugged him back. 


When she pulled away they both just laughed. And then they parted. The other two 
interlopers finally stopped having a staring contest. One Alex was handily winning, by not 
needing to blink. 


Dave stepped over to Peony, well he went the long way around so he would have to move by 
Alex. He caught her hand and lifted it up to kiss the back of it. 


"Alright I get it." Morgan complained, "You love her or whatever. Now please go home." 


Peony shot him a glare but her goo-y smile was still in place. "Goodnight Morgan." And then 
she turned to the other villain "Goodnight Alex. I'm sorry your roommate is such a pain in the 
ass." 


"What can you do? Besides, the rent is free." Alex replied with a shrug. 


"Dick." Morgan replied but was ignored as they both walked the heroes to the door. 


One last round of goodbye were said and then at long last, the apartment was hero free. 
Morgan had been about to apologize, he had been about to tell Alex he would clean up the 
broken glass and the plates and all this mess, and thank you for letting him do this, or at least 
for letting him try too. But he didn't manage to say any of that. 


Alex snapped his fingers and Morgan was unconscious. Alex caught him easily and then he 
just carried his exhausted friend to bed like he had done several times before. This night had 
been hell on Morgan. And much to Alex's chagrin it had pushed his control to his limits. 


He had been so close- so very close to just eviscerating Strider. A small part of him still 
wanted to go hunt him down and gut him like the miserable swine he was... 


Alex still didn't understand why Strider had gotten to him just as badly as he had... Maybe it 
was because he was so openly attacking Morgan. Or maybe it was because he'd insinuate... 
Something vile about their friendship. And it made him wonder for the first time what other 
people must think about them... Morgan never acted like there was a power difference 
between them... but there was. It existed. 


Alex felt very uncomfortable about that. And was in no mood to try to explain it when he 
didn't understand it fully himself. So he tucked Morgan into bed. And tried to figure out the 
best way to apologize to his friend in the morning. 


Chapter 6 


Chapter Notes 


Hey all! I just wanted to say thank you for all the comments and kudos I really 
appreciate them <3 


Anyways here's the next installment. Also I posted the prequel fic to this story if you 
want to read it, just click on the series link and you'll find it. Enjoy~ 


Several weeks had come and gone since truce night. Enough that even Alex's perpetual worry 
about Morgan's health had ebbed. In fact the other villain had been pretty distracted for the 
last week and Morgan had no idea why. But Alex would share when he was ready. He always 
did , Morgan thought as he pulled the half mask up over his nose and adjusted the hood on 
his new costume. 


Alex had been so sorry about the whole ordeal and had assured Morgan that he'd ordered a 
new one for the other villain and that it would be done before he was finished recovering. It 
was, to Alex's credit, but Morgan had still laughed in his face. Morgan had a second costume 
for this exact reason. In case something happened to the first and then he could order a new 
one while using the spare. Alex had been only mildly annoyed with Morgan after that 
particular outburst of friendly ribbing. 


But the costume Alex had ordered for him had been a /ot nicer than his others. For one it was 
actually tailored to him and for another, it wasn't nearly so clunky. It had smoother lines 
without giving up any of the extra pocket space. In fact this costume, due to some fancy 
seamwork, had even more storage than the last one. The colors were spot on and the hood 
stayed up better without him having to hang onto it while he ran. It was just as ballisticly 
protected as the last one but it also had built-in joint braces so he could take falls better. And 
the shoes had memory foam. Once he saw the new costume, Morgan apologized to Alex for 
laughing at him. 


But it was time for him to shake off the cobwebs and get back into practice and he had just 
the place in mind... 


Alex had been out late the last few nights having been called out by several heroic groups for 
a fight. One had even taken him to space. Who the hell did the Chartreuse Candelabra Corp 
think they were anyway? "...bracelet wearing idiots..." He muttered as he closed the door and 
shuffled into the apartment. He had expected Morgan to be asleep by now, instead he found 
his roommate sitting on the sofa with his money sorter out on the coffee table as he counted 
up his ill-gotten gains. "Oh hey." 


"Hey dude." Morgan replied, but his focus was on the money. 


"How'd the robbery go?" 


"Not too badly. I was right about their pick up schedule and managed to clean the place out 
before their scheduled armored car even rounded the corner." Morgan answered, just a little 
smug, this was a very good first day back for him. 


Alex nodded and shed his soot and ice covered coat. He tossed it over the back of a table 
chair so it would ruin the sofa. But he stopped when he spotted what was on the table. It was 
Taylor's Evermore record... A new one, still in its wrapping. 


["...why is there a Taylor Swift record on the table?" Alex asked as he picked it up, before 
turning to look at Morgan. 


"Hmm?" And Morgan looked up, "Oh that, yeah that's for you." 


"You do know my birthday's not for like another month right?" Alex asked as he stepped 
closer. 


"Yeah, I know. It's not your birthday present." Morgan said with a laugh. "It's just a 
replacement. I noticed you had worn out the last one and when I was robbing the 7/11 I saw 
that the record store was across the street so I figured, eh, why not." 


Alex glanced up from the record again, "Have I told you that you're the best ?" After the last 
few very unsatisfactory fights he really needed a pick me up. 


Morgan smirked up at him but it was only filled with pride. "You've mentioned it once or 
twice." He snickered. | 


"No... Seriously. Thank you , Morgan." Alex said as he came around the sofa to sit. 


Morgan shrugged, "You're welcome, dude. It was the least I could do since you've been 
hanging around helping me get back on my feet." 


Alex was about to say something else but once again he was hit with a wave of emotions that 
weren't his own. *Joy, affection, pride, satisfaction.* They were Morgan's. And this was still 
happening. 


His psychic powers were off. As off as he could make them. He'd done everything he could 
think of to keep this from happening because it was a huge invasion of privacy for one but 
also, these were his powers damn it, he should know how to control them. He'd thought that 
when Morgan had been kidnapped that this was just a one time thing, but while Morgan had 
been hurt Alex could still... feel his friend's pain. Nothing passed surface level but he could 
feel those emotions... And he hadn't done anything about it because it meant he could better 
help Morgan even when he was pretending to be fine, but now... Now it was invasive. 


And getting some of his energy out by fighting heroes wasn't helping either. It wasn't just a 
symptom of being stir crazy, something else was going on, but he didn't know what. 


".,.Earth to space cadet?" Morgan said as he leaned over to poke Alex. Alex had started to say 
something but then had gone all quiet. And he hadn't answered Morgan the first he asked. 


Alex jumped a little, just like he did with the damned toaster, but he managed not to break the 
new record he was holding. "What?" He said coming back to himself. 


"You okay, dude?" Morgan asked, raising his brows. "You didn't get, like hit in the head or 
something?" 


"No, no... Just distracted, that's all." 


"Uh-huh... Yeah that's what you keep saying but you seem a little off?" Morgan questioned, 
as he set down the bills in his hand, giving his friend his full attention. 


Alex didn't need his haywire powers to tell him that his friend was worried, but it did so 
anyway. "No, I'm fine really. I've just... been dealing with some lair stuff. It's fine really." He 
lied. 


Morgan could tell Alex was lying but... He would tell Morgan when he was ready. So he let 
Alex think he got away with it. "How is that going by the way?" 


"Uh..." It's finished . He did not say. "I don't know. I'll check on it in the morning." 


Morgan just leveled a look at his friend and waited for him to realize he'd just fucked up his 
own lie. But he didn't seem to notice. 


"Well, I should go to bed." Alex said standing again. "Thanks again for this." And he 
gestured with the record before heading towards his room. 


"Night..." Morgan called out after him shaking his head a little. How Alex managed to 
terrorize the entire planet and still be this bad at lying was beyond him. Probably because he 
doesn't have to lie to be scary. He just is. Morgan shook his head and stifled another yawn 
before going back to his counting, but he made a note to call his henchmen to ask about the 
status of Alex's lair before he went to bed. 


Alex really did call about his lair, but it was more about how his minions were doing and less 
about the actual construction. Because it really was done. It had been finished for close to 
three months now... And yet Alex was still living with Morgan. 


Originally, when he first heard back from his contractor about the finished construction, he 
hadn't wanted to leave yet because- because well he and Morgan had had plans. Morgan had 
roped him into helping with a few proper art heists. And Morgan had only just got back from 
Brazil and what would one month difference make? 


Then Morgan got hurt. And despite what his friend said, Alex was at fault. He might not 
have- have done the actual damage but he was to blame for it. And was absolutely not just 
going to abandon Morgan while he was hurt. He needed Alex to stay and help him heal. 


But now... He's still not fully healed... And- and his training. They were excuses, and they 
weren't even very good ones but Alex clung to them like a lifeline. Because... Because he 
didn't want to go back to his lair even though it was spacious and high tech and built just for 
him... Because Morgan wouldn't be there. And no amount of less breakable appliances or 
soft as cloud beds would be able to replace the companionship and comfort of sitting on the 
sofa, eating pizza with his best friend. 


So... just one more month. He promised himself. That was it though. No more. He couldn't 
just live with Morgan forever. Why not? Alex decidedly ignored that very rude and unhelpful 
thought as he made his way back down from the roof of the apartment building. It was 
getting quite cold as winter started to shove out autumn, but the wind chill didn't bother 
Alex. 


Still he had worn a coat when he left because... that's what people did when it was cold out. 
And he had several very sharp looking knee length jackets he didn't get to wear very often. 
But as he unlocked the door and made his way back into the very warm apartment he took it 
off. 


Morgan however was not a fan of the cold weather. No matter how warm the apartment was, 
or how many socks he put on, if it dropped below 40 his toes were cold. It was like his feet 
could sense the chilly weather and got cold to spite him. So he'd decided to turn up the heat 
and steal one of Alex's oversized fleece hoodies. The damn thing was so so soft and warm 
and cozy and- Alex did even get cold and yet the bastard had 4 of these damned hoodies! But 


the sweatshirt was supposed to be oversized on Alex's so it was enormous on him, nearly one 
of thoses blanket hoodies. 


And it smelled like Alex. 


Which was not a very helpful reason to have when stealing a hoodie from your best friend 
who you also found very attractive. To be fair, Morgan had found Alex attractive Jong before 
they were friends. And then they became friends and... Alex was still hot. But it didn't matter 
because they were friends and Morgan wasn't so caught up in his attraction that he couldn't 
move past it. Morgan had had other friends he'd found attractive before and they were, guess 
what? Just friends. That's how boundaries and respect fucking worked. 


So what if Alex had a voice that could seduce smoke or eyes that made Morgan's heart race 
sometimes? It didn't matter. Yes, moving in together had made things... a little different for 
Morgan. At first he'd actually hoped that it would help cool off his attraction somewhat by 
pulling away some of Alex's mystique. And it sure as hell had that first ttme Morgan found 
out that the toaster startled Alex, but it'd been replaced with... with actually getting to know 
him better and learning more about Alex the person and not public enemy #1. And Morgan 
knew that in a different situation Alex probably, maybe, could have been his type. But they 
were just friends- well not just friends, they were best friends. 


And that wasn't something either of them took lightly. It meant something, especially for 
villains, to trust another person like this and Morgan wasn't ignorant of that fact. So despite 
what that asshole Strider said, Morgan knew for damn certain he and Alex were closer in a 
personal way that Morgan doubted other people would ever understand. It was based on a 
serious foundation of trust, one Morgan wasn't going to try and disrupt over some half-assed 
thoughts about his friend being hot. 


So he sat on the couch bundled up in a blanket and one of Alex's hoodies, a hair tie only sort 
of keeping his hair out of his face, playing video games and waiting. He was waiting to see 
what Alex was going to say about his lair's status of repair. Because Morgan had called his 
henchmen in the wee hours of the morning, Tough shit Bill, that's what on-call means, about 
Alex's lair. And since it was well known amongst their henchmen that the two villains were 
legitimately friends, getting that info hadn't been all that hard despite the early hours. 


His lair had been finished for months. Bill reported back before grumbling that he was glad it 
was someone else's turn to be on call next week and hung up. Morgan figured it was only fair 


that his henchmen took turns having to deal with their insomniac boss when he was 
scheming. But it left Morgan with the very interesting question of Why? 


Why hadn't Alex left? 


Which Morgan later realized would be better framed as, Why had Alex stayed? 


And at first Morgan just assumed it was because he'd been beat up pretty badly and his friend 
wanted to help take care of him. But that didn't explain the month prior to his kidnapping or 
why Alex was still you know... here. And... Morgan put two and two together. He liked 
being around Morgan. He liked having his friend close by to hangout with and talk to and get 
pizza with and go on dumb heists with. Alex didn't have any other friends as far as Morgan 
knew, so he... just wanted to spend more time with Morgan. 


That realization had left Morgan with a goofy smile on his face and an idea. Okay so it was 
more of a prank but still, it would mean Alex could still hangout with him regularly and 
Morgan could get the hell out of the city for the winter (and holiday season) while he planned 
his next major heist. He wanted it to be something Big . Plus he'd just be a phone call or 
email away for his tenants and his manager was fucking stellar at her job so she didn't really 
need him here all the time anyways. It was a win-win. It all just depended on what Alex said. 


And in walked Alex, already taking off his long black coat. God I hope this works. 


"Sup." Morgan said not yet pausing his game. 


["So... I just got off the phone with my minions..." Alex started as he made his way further 
into the apartment, rubbing at his neck a little. "And they say construction on the lair is gonna 
be at /east another month." 


It wasn't quite what Morgan had been hoping for, but he could adjust. "That's weird..." He 
paused his game and looked over at the very sheepish looking Alex. "Because I just got off 
the phone with mine and they said it's been done for three." 


Alex froze, looking utterly caught. Morgan would have laughed at his deer in the headlights 
expression if he weren't about to fuck with him. 


Alex tried. He did. He tried to come up with anything he could say to fix this... And all he 
could come up with was the truth. "Fuck... How mad are you?" 


Mad? He thinks I'm mad? Why? Morgan thought but he rolled with it and changed directions, 
souring his expression a little. "Grab the bags in the corner." 


"Yeah... that's fair." Alex muttered, looking down at the ground. His heart sunk a little at this 
all having to come to an end. Damn it... Why did I lie in the first place... 


Morgan had to hold it together at the absolutely downtrodden look Alex was sporting. They'd 
fought before. Alex had been the one to cave first but he hadn't looked nearly this upset back 
then. So Morgan got to his feet in case Alex didn't get the joke. 


And then Alex reached the bags, "...wait this isn't my stuff?" And he looked over his shoulder 
at Morgan. 


Morgan who was trying very hard to stifle a laugh, and managed to. "Of course not, it's 
mine." 


"I'm sorry... I'm confused." Alex said. 


Yeah, I can see that dude. He did not say. Keep it together, Morgan . He's not inviting you, 
you're demanding to go. "You got to stay in mine for 8 months so I'm gonna stay at yours." 


Alex blinked, "I mean if you want to..." 


"Of course I want to, your lair has fiber high speed internet." ] And Morgan could see the 
recognition on Alex's face that he'd just been had by his best friend. The laughter burbled up 


and Morgan couldn't contain it. 


Alex stood there with his arms crossed as Morgan laughed at him. "You're such a dick." 


"Oh God! You're face- Ha!" Morgan laughed, swiping at his eyes. 


Alex didn't dignify that with an answer and just stood there waiting for his friend to stop 
laughing. 


"Come on- Dude! I am Jiterally wearing one of your hoodies! Why would I be throwing you 
out!" Morgan went on, still giggling. 


That wasn't actually something Alex had noticed. And now that he did, he could feel the heat 
rush to his face. Because it was enormous on Morgan. And it was Alex's. And Morgan was 
wearing it. And- and- and- His brain was short circuiting. 


"But for real-" Morgan said, trying to catch his breath and leaning on Alex for support. "I 
really do want to go check out your new fancy lair and get out of the states for a little while. 
Plus this way we can keep hanging out." Morgan hummed. "And! Now I can rearrange your 
cupboards and see how you like it!" 


Alex finally relented and snorted. "You won't need to because they're actually organized in a 
way that makes sense to anyone who isn't a toddler." 


"Hey! They were how I liked them! There was a method to my madness." Morgan 
complained. 


"Yeah and now there's order to it, too." 


"Ungrateful." Morgan protested as Alex stepped by. "I really should have made you pay 
rent." 


"It's not like I'd have cared." He called back as he headed to his room. 


"What are you doing?" Morgan asked, following after him. 


"Actually getting my stuff." Alex said as he started to pack. 


"Oh, yeah no that makes sense." Morgan said as he leaned in the doorway. 


"So what do you want to avoid so bad in the country that you're willing to go to Antarctica?" 
Alex questioned. "As someone who detests the cold as much as you do it must be big." 


"If your lair isn't fully insulated with state of the art heating your minions would have 
mutinied years ago." Morgan replied, "But you know it's just that time of year." 


Alex glanced over at him, a brow raised. 


"The holidays, dude. The more remote and isolated I am the better." Morgan elaborated. 


"Ah." Was all Alex said. He knew Morgan detested Christmas and he knew it really only 
stemmed from just how awful his childhood had been but... He sometimes didn't understand 
how his friend couldn’t not get those warm fuzzy feelings when he saw Christmas lights, or a 
decorated tree, or any of that. Morgan was a spectacular gift giver and he'd still give out 
presents but he never decorated. He'd let his building manager decorate the building and he'd 
hang the wreath she gave him but Christmas never intruded past his doorway. 


After a long pause, Alex asked, "Do you mind if I decorate? For Christmas I mean? I have 
some stuff that I put up in my private quarters and I know my minions decorate the staff 
housing..." 


"Oh, yeah dude! Go ham!" Morgan chuckled. 


"Are you sure?" Alex asked as he zipped up his suitcase. "Because I don't have to..." 


"Nah, go for it. I'm not really a grinch about it so much as personally unmotivated. You do 
you. I'll even help you hang up stuff if you want?" Morgan said with a shrug. 


Alex laughed, "Only if you want to." And he lifted his suitcase. It wasn't everything, just the 
stuff he knew he'd want right away. "Now go grab your stuff and let's go." 


Morgan was a little taken aback. "Wait, don't you want the rest of your stuff?" 


"Eh, I'll get it later. Besides if my lair ends up destroyed again I'm just gonna end up back 
here." He said with a shrug. 


"True enough." Morgan snorted and pushed away from the doorway to go back to his stuff in 
the living room. 


"What're you gonna do about your plants?" Alex asked curiously, looking around the living 
room as he wandered around shutting off lights. 


"Oh one of my guys will come by and water them. I'll tell them to clear out the fridge too, 
which they will interpret as take all my snacks but..." Morgan shrugged as he hoisted up his 
overstuffed backpack. "At least the plants will live." Morgan locked the front door and then 
scooped up his switch and tucked it into the front pocket of his hoodie. He surveyed the 
apartment one last time as he stuffed his feet into shoes. Eh, good enough and he grabbed his 
suitcase handle and stepped over to Alex. 


Alex offered him his hand and Morgan took it- Then the world blurred into a technicolor of 
lines and lights- 


And then the apartment was quiet and empty. 


Chapter 7 
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As the world came out of 'hyperspace' and the blurred lines of color took shape Morgan only 
wobbled a little. His inner ear was all disoriented but after a few blinks the world stopped 
spinning and he finally got the chance to look around. Alex had teleported them into what 
looked like the central hub of his base. 


"Woah... It's like... brighter, now? Maybe more spacious?" Morgan commented as he turned 
to take it all in. 


"Yeah, that was the goal for this new build. Since I got the chance to redo it I wanted to keep 
the cave walls but ditch the cave atmosphere. So white light instead of yellow and more of an 
open concept." Alex said surveying his lair. 


"We're- This part of your base is still underground right?" Morgan asked as he looked up at 
the massive frosted not -skylight. 


"M'hmm. That and all the other ceiling lights and faux windows have been replaced with 
sunlight mimicking LEDs that have been programmed to follow the natural pattern of the 
sun. So it will diffuse the light differently in the 'morning' than in the 'afternoon'. It was a 
request from the minions. Makes them less disoriented when they have their leave." 


"Dude... That's awesome ." 


Alex just shot a grin over at the gawking D-tier villain. 


Morgan stopped trying to cran his head back far enough to peak at the upper catwalk running 
around the edges of this massive atrium, to grin back. "What all's changed?" 


"Ugh," Alex sighed, "Almost everything, except where the sectors are located. Cargo and 
Storage, R&D, Offices, Staff housing and Rec, and my quarters." Alex said as he gestured to 
each branch of the pentagonal atrium. "But everything in them had to be gutted and redone." 
And he rolled his eyes. 


Morgan nodded as he tried to make a mental map of the new layout. "Are the servers still 
kept in the sub levels?" 


"Yeah, it was still the best place for them, since the cooling system didn't actually need 
replacing." Alex answered, before nodding to his wing. "Come on, let's go put our stuff away 
and I can give you the tour." 


Morgan nodded and hitched his backpack straps a little higher. As they crossed over to that 
wing, Morgan noted that the catwalk had a bridge that crossed in front of Alex's private space 
but no second floor hallway leading down further into the wing. That at least would help him 
find his way back to his room a little easier. Several of Alex's minions stopped to nod politely 
to their boss as they walked by, most of whom Morgan didn't recognize off hand. However, 
when he did spot a few familiar faces he waved. They waved back, and most seemed 
genuinely happy to see him. Morgan hid his grin as they were then accosted by their 
coworkers. Clearly, not everyone is in the loop. 


"You've got a lot of new people." Morgan said with a snicker as Alex placed his palm on the 
ID lock. 


"... Yes, I do.... How did you know that?" Alex asked, only flashing his friend a glance 
before typing in a pin number. 


"They're staring." Morgan replied not bothering to hide his grin. "They have no fucking idea 
why some rando in an oversized hoodie is here with a backpack and suit case with their 
boss." 


Alex glanced over and saw several small groups all trying and failing to covertly watch Alex 
and Morgan. Alex snorted. "Word will spread, they'll sort themselves out." The door 
unlocked but Alex stayed by the palm plate and typed a few commands into it. "Okay I'm 
gonna code this and all the other doors to this wing to accept your biometric print. Put your 
hand here." 


Morgan did so, still chuckling. He glanced back as more people had stopped to covertly 
watch. "Oh scandal... They all know you're giving me access now." 


"Shut up." But Alex was fighting a smirk now. "There will be a slight pinch." 


It was minor and Morgan managed not to flinch. "DNA? Don't you have mine on file?" 


"Yeah, but the techs have been playing around with microvariants for more unique 
identification so we need a new sample." 


Morgan just nodded as the plate continued to process his palm print. Finally it flashed green 
and Alex said, "Okay now you just need a 5 digit pin." 


Morgan thought about it for a second before grinning and typed in '42069". 


Alex just sighed loudly and rubbed his face. " Really?" Exasperation dripped from the word, 
but he was trying very hard to swallow a smile. 


"What? I'm not gonna forget it." Morgan said fucking beaming. 


"You're such an idiot." 


"Yeah but I'm your idiot~" Morgan replied, before leaning all of his weight against Alex and 
batting his eyelashes up at him. 


And that did it. Alex laughed out right and shoved Morgan off of him before picking up his 
suitcase again. "You're ridiculous." 


Morgan glanced over his shoulder and held in his cackle as the small crowds were no longer 
pretending to not watch and were just openly staring. So he turned on his heels and swept his 
audience a ludicrous bow. Then there was a hand grabbing the top of his backpack and started 
dragging him through the open doorway. Morgan could hear Alex grumbling so just to top it 
off he shouted, "I'm Morgan! We're BFFs!" And then the door slid closed in front of him. 


"Why? Why must you do this every time you come to my lair?" Alex said in an agonized 
tone, while still dragging Morgan behind him. 


"Because I'm literally the only person on the planet who can." Morgan replied cheerfully, not 
bothering to support any of his own weight, "It's a power trip." 


"You're hell on my reputation." Alex complained. 


"Pfft. Like anyone in their right mind would ever doubt that if they pulled some shit like that 
you'd rip em in half. Your reputation is just fine." Morgan replied, crossing his arms as his 
heels dragged across the mirror polished hardwood floors. Being dragged like this actually 
wasn't all that comfortable but he wasn't gonna let that stop him. "Besides you minions need 
to know you have emotions other than, homicidal, grave, and annoyed." 


This was an argument they'd have before and Alex agreed with Morgan to an extent. "I don't 
need them to like me, I need them to obey me." 


"Which is called loyalty by the rest of us mere mortals and is gained through trust and 
respect." Morgan countered, as he looked around. This portion of Alex's base was much more 
home than lair. Smooth grey toned walls with a few tasteful paintings of landscapes or 
cityscapes. Two of which Morgan knew were stolen and one of which he had stolen for Alex 
as a birthday present. It was simple and modern, but the dark hardwoods made the space feel 


more secluded than the rest of the base. Which made sense since Alex was at heart an 
introvert. 


Morgan spied a glass door that led to a gym and probably a lap pool, fully equipped with the 
highest quality power suppressors money could make so Alex could almost pretend like the 
modified super strength weights were useful. And then he saw another hallway with a few 
more doors. And then they were in the main living space. It was cavernous. High ceilings 
with natural stone walls, and an open concept that flowed organically from living room to 
dining room to kitchen. And the opposing wall was... Well it looked like floor to ceiling 
windows but was actually incredibly high-quality 8k screens that would probably be able to 
display any scene from anywhere in the world Alex wanted. Right now it was set for a pine 
forest winterscape. "...woah." 


"Yeah, not too shabby." Alex said as he righted his friend. 


Morgan wobbled a little but steady himself. "Is that... a recording?" 


" No~" Alex practically purred. "It's a live feed. I have dozens of cameras set up all over the 
world. Including one underwater along a reef, and one on the moon looking back at this big 
blue rock... I can be anywhere I want to be..." 


Without leaving. Morgan thought. And not for the first ttme, Morgan wondered just how 
lonely Alex must have been before they became friends. "... That's amazing ." 


And they both just stood there for a moment and watched the gentle flakes start to float 
down. "...Why the hell were we staying in my shitty apartment for the last three months..." 
Morgan muttered. 


Alex looked a little sheepish, "... It... I... Didn't know if you'd want to come to Antarctica." 
He answered honestly. 


"Dude, I'd hang out with you on the moon if that's where your base was." 


Alex didn't know what to say to that so he picked up his bag and nodded towards the hallway 
off the living room. "Bedrooms are that way." 


Morgan nodded and followed after him. There were four doors down the hallway. Two were 
apparently Jack and Jill style guest rooms with a shared bathroom. "In case my parents or 
cousin wants to visit." Alex said in explanation. He pushed open another door, "This one is 
mine." 


Again it was just as spacious and elegant as the rest of the space, but with plush carpeting 
instead of hardwoods. Another smaller set of window monitors were in here as well, framed 
by curtains, they were showing the same snowy feed from before but at a slightly different 
angle. The bed looked like a damned lake of plush fabric. More art was hung on the other 
walls. And another piece Morgan had stolen for him. Two more doors revealed a closet big 
enough to hold a damned board meeting with a boutique's worth of clothing and a stone and 
tile bathroom with a waterfall shower that Morgan was trying to figure out how to get Alex to 
let him use. 


After that little tour Alex led him back out to the last door in the hallway and the closest to 
Alex's. He hesitated for a second before glancing at Morgan and then stepping back. 
"Ummm... You open this one." 


"Well that's not at all suspicious." Morgan said with a laugh before doing just that. The room 
wasn't quite as big as Alex's but it was still probably bigger than Morgan's apartment. And 
where Alex's room had dark graceful colors, this one was vibrant with blues and greens and 
purples. One of the walls had an artsy mural of Capitol City's skyline. Again more screen 
windows and curtains, and a great big bed with more blankets and covers on it, all still bright 
and cheerful but not in a gaudy way. In the corner was a high end architect's desk, one 
Morgan had drooled over for a while before deciding his desk was really just fine for 
scheming. There was also a chaise sofa and chair to make up a little reading nook that faced 
the faux windows. Again there were two other doors but Morgan didn't even bother to go 
over to them. He just turned in a few more circles, stunned. 


Finally he looked back at his friend, his bag sliding off his shoulder. Alex was standing in the 
doorway looking uncharacteristically nervous, hands held behind his back so he wouldn't 
fidget. They just stared at each other for a few moments before Alex couldn't take it. "So... 
what do you think?" But he didn't wait for Morgan to answer, "I- My last lair- It hadn't been 
designed for me to have guests so I talked with my architect and designer and we came up 
with this so that way when- if I had company they could stay in my quarters." 


It took Morgan several more moments before he could speak. "... is this... for me?" 


"Yes- if you want it to be. I- it was designed with you in mind." Alex said hurriedly. 


Morgan just kind of bonelessly slid to the floor. The cream colored carpet was as soft as he 
thought it would be. It was okay that the room was getting a little blurry. That was probably 
just fine. 


Alex damn near panicked as Morgan collapsed, eyes welling with tears. And then a wave of 
raw emotion hit him like- well like Titanium Dude going full speed. *Shock, Awe, Joy, 
Heartache, Grief, Amazement, Incredulity, Affection, Doubt* It was a hell of a lot all at once. 
No wonder he's crying. "M-morgan?" Alex asked stepping into the room to kneel down next 
to his friend. 


Morgan swiped at his face with his sleeves trying to will the tears to stop. He sniffled and 
smiled so hard his face hurt. "It's fine... I'm just being dumb." 


"You certainly are dumb sometimes but I don't think now is one of those times." Alex said 
before putting a hand on Morgan's shoulder. The emotions Alex was feeling from his friend 
intensified but also seemed to resolve themselves a bit. *Self-doubt, Disbelief in Reality, 
Grief at Past, Heartache over Memories, Awe and Joy at Room, Affection and Amazement 
with Alex* 


"No, no. I really am." Morgan said, trying to get a grip. But Alex just Jooked at him, golden 
vertically slitted eyes soft and gentle and... 


" No one has ever done something like this for me." Morgan whispered. 


"Design a room for you?" Alex asked, raising a brow. "I mean yeah that's probably true 
pul" 


"I- no, I mean yes, the room but... Made space for me in their home. No one's ever tried to 
make room for me before." 


"...0h." Which now made those feelings make a lot more sense. Morgan was open and kind 
and generous by nature to basically everyone he met, even if that generosity was fueled by 
theft. But in a world of villains that was definitely out of the norm. "... You... You did the 
same for me. You- You didn't even hesitate when I asked if I could stay with you." 


"I... I let people crash with me all the time. Any of my friends or friends of friends who 
needed a bunk for a few nights. I- You needed to stay longer which was fine, I had the space- 
I... had the room to give." 


"So do I." Alex said simply. Three years ago he wouldn't have. Even two years ago he might 
not have had the capacity, but... He did now. And now he would always have the capacity for 
Morgan, to be able to include him. 


Morgan nodded and swiped at his face one more time. "... Thanks." 


"Anytime. That's what friends are for." Alex hummed back. After another beat, Alex said, 
"So... you wanna see the arcade?" 


The rest of the tour wasn't nearly so dramatic. Turns out the arcade was in the staff rec sector, 
though Alex did have a home theater room with all the newest consoles. A place Morgan 
knew he was going to hole up in for a week just to put highscores on every game he could to 
annoy the S-tier villain remotely at a later date. But true to his word, the arcade was- was like 
it had been ripped out of some 90s movie. Weird black and neon carpet, retro game cabinets, 
and a friggin ticket counter full of cheesy junk. The games still all took coins and spat out 
tickets, no card swipes anywhere but they were all still free to play. Big bowls of tokens were 
just placed throughout the arcade so you could just grab a few tokens on the way by. It was 
awesome! 


And had actually been a request from Alex's minions. He'd taken what Morgan had said 
about respect and trust being better for fostering loyalty than fear to heart. He'd asked his 


department heads to ask for suggestions from his people about the redesign and any that were 
reasonable he did. Like adding a quarter mile track to the second floor balcony of the gym, or 
adjusting the cafeteria to be more like a food court with several different meal types available 
each day and a suggestion box for the culinary staff to consider when planning the next 
month of meals. He had even agreed to change their work schedules to a 3 months on and 3 
months off system, to let them spend more time with their families or something. Most of his 
minions reported to their various governments that they worked on offshore oil rigs or 
overseas as consultants and for the scientists at stations in Antarctica studying the effects of 
climate change. And to be fair some actually were. 


As they Alex led Morgan through the R&D section, he pointed out the research being done to 
actually try to keep this planet alive because you know... they lived on it. And also the labs 
for the more... out there scientists who had collectively changed the name of their unit to 
"Mad Scientists R Us' from 'Experimental Research Unit'. If they actually came up with 
something useful then Alex's marketing team would figure out a way to sell it through one of 
his many many shell companies for a ridiculous profit. 


"Are you still trying to buy Antarctica?" Morgan questioned as they passed several windows 
looking down into a chemistry lab. Someone looked up and Morgan waved. After a moment's 
hesitation they waved back. 


"Yes, why?" 


Morgan snorted. "I still don't get that plan, dude." 


Alex just shrugged. "I don't really have one for that, I just... decided that I wanted it. So now 
I'm trying to buy up all the ownership rights I can so I can argue with Nato that I'm the 
rightful owner of the continent. It's not like anyone else is using it." 


Morgan just laughed and shook his head. But then someone burst out of a doorway looking 
frantically around. She stopped when she spotted the two villains and she practically beamed. 
"Morgan!" She cried and darted forward. 


"Valya!" He laughed as the woman damn near ran him over in her excitement to hug him. 
"It's so good to see you!" 


"Oh my goddess!! You too!!" She said and swayed back and forth a few times before 
releasing him. Valentina was one of the aforementioned members of the 'Mad Scientists R Us' 
unit and was a Materials Engineer. "How are you? I heard you got pretty banged up?" And 
she held him out at arms length to get a better look at him. 


Morgan took this as a chance to look at her too. Her lab coat was a tie-dyed rainbow, she was 
in jeans and a neon t-shirt and her long hair was now electric green and pulled back into a 
tail. "I'm fine! I'm fine!" He laughed, "I got a clean bill of health a few weeks ago, it's all 
good." That was mostly true. He had gotten an eye roll and grumble about physical therapy 
for his hand from Dr. Scarpetta but Morgan knew that to be a glowing review from her. 


"Oh, good!" She bubbled, "We'd all been so worried when the word came down about you 
being in the hospital. And then the boss man- Hiya Sir!" She said as though just realizing 
Alex was there, but then went right back into her ramble. "Gave us this request for a new 
ballistics material that had better wide spread shock absorption and we got right on it! It was 
great fun and I destroyed my last lab coat and everything! And then we sent it off for your 
new suit! Whaddya think! Do you like it! I came up with the dye techniques to get it to be 
that nice dark red you like and everything!" 


Morgan just laughed and stored that little bit of information, Alex had absolutely not 
mentioned to him, way for later. "I love it. The color was spot on, thank you so much!" 


"Yay!" She cheered and clapped her hands. "I'll tell all the crazies that you liked it! They'll be 
so happy!" 


Morgan snorted but knew Valya said it as a form of endearment, since she was one of the 
crazies too. "Good~ Well I'm gonna be around for a while maybe we can all catch up 
sometime?" 


"Really!! You're staying! You're not just here for a visit?" 


"At least for a while, I don't know how long." Morgan hedged. 


"Oh my goddess! Yay!!" She giggled. "We can hangout in the arcade- Oh! Oh! Have you 
seen the arcade!!" 


"I have and I can't wait~" Morgan laughed, "Text me and we'll figure something out okay?" 


"Oh totally!! Okay I'll let you get back to your looksie! Bye Morgan! Bye Sir!" And with the 
speed and exuberance that she entered the hallway, she departed. 


Morgan just laughed, "God she's a riot." 


"More like has started several..." Alex sighed. "She is a brilliant engineer and..." 


"Is completely unhinged~" Morgan said fondly. "She's great!" 


Alex just shook his head and started leading Morgan away, he followed but grinned 
maliciously. " So... You had your team invent a whole new type of material for my costume?" 


"Shut up." 


Morgan just grinned wider. "Not on your life~" 


Finally they made it back to the atrium and Alex walked Morgan through the use of the 
personnel teleporters which he would also have access to if and when he needed to leave. "... 
And then you just let Theta Control know where you want to go and they'll make sure that 
your not going to interfere with other Theta Conduit traffic from the heroes and you're set." 


Morgan nodded. "Sounds good. Anything else I should know?" 


Alex thought about it for a second before shrugging. "Not that I can think of, I don't really 
use the Theta's to travel so..." 


"Got it." Morgan snickered, "I'll check with someone else before I use them." 


Alex shot him a sour look but also didn't argue. But after a beat he said, "So... now what do 
you want to do?" 


Morgan wanted to go back and run through the R&D section and touch a bunch of shit he 
probably shouldn't touch but that was something he could do on his own. Besides, Morgan 
could see Alex was peopled out. "Hmmm.... Dinner and a movie?" He offered. 


Alex relaxed his shoulders and Morgan laughed. "Dude, it's okay if you want to be done, you 
can just say that." 


"I was trying not to be a bad host." Alex grumbled as they both turned back towards Alex's 
wing. 


"I'm gonna be here for a while, we'll have time." Morgan replied with a shrug as Alex 
unlocked the door. He could see his friends shoulders relax even more when the door closed 
behind them. And he also noted the subtle change in Alex's face from polite but onguard to 
relaxed. His smile at Morgan's statement was realier- it reached his eyes better. 


"I know... I'm actually glad you're staying, it'll mean we don't have to rush so much." Alex 
explained. 


Morgan just nodded and let his friend decompress more as they wandered back into the 
extravagant living room. Alex flopped onto the sofa and Morgan joined him and nearly 
groaned. "Oh my god.... This sofa... I want to sleep on it." 


Alex just snorted, "You say that now, but you haven't even tried the bed." 


Morgan's eyes popped open again and he sat up. "What? No way, it's not better than this, is 
it?" 


Alex just raised a brow and gestured to the hallway. Morgan took off down the hallway, and a 
few moments later Alex could hear a 'flumph' sound, giggling, and then a wave of absolute 
childish amusement from Morgan. It made Alex grin, for a moment before discomfort 
reasserted itself. He was still feeling Morgan's emotions. And it wasn't just every once in 
awhile now, it was nearly all the time... J need to tell him... Later... 


For now he just wanted to enjoy his friend's amusement at his new lair. That could just be 
enough for today 


Chapter 8 


Chapter Notes 


Things are gonna get just a little more interesting towards the end of the chapter. If I'm 
gonna keep that M rating I might as well make it work for me. Enjoy~ 


TW - Flashbacks, Childhood Trauma and Bullying, Homophobic language 


As October crept into November, Morgan made the most of his first couple of weeks in 
Alex's lair. He met and befriended more of Alex's minions, he played video games in the 
arcade and with Alex alone in his theater room, he even managed to set fire to something in 
the R&D lab... And well... he didn't want to mention the whole death ray incident but no one 
was hurt so it was fine. 


But despite the ample distractions, Alex still remembered his goal of wanting to help train 
Morgan to be at the very least 


harder to catch, so Training. Morgan was fine with that, mostly. It was gonna be hard work 
but he'd done that before and if this worked he would be a lot less likely to end up chained to 
a post again so... worth it. And Alex had him start with cardio, which Morgan was kinda 
decent at. 


Alex clicked the stop watch as Morgan came to a stop, huffing and puffing. "Not bad, 42 
minutes for 3 miles." 


Morgan just flapped his hand at Alex and gasped for air. Eventually he managed to go grab 
the water bottle Alex was holding out to him. "Fuck- This-" He gasped before taking a long 
drinking. It was basically what Morgan said after every one of these runs around the upper 

track. But in about 3 weeks he'd managed to improve his time. 


"No offense but I thought it was gonna take you longer to catch up to the average." Alex said. 
Morgan just grunted as he tried to catch his breath. 


Finally he managed, "Eh- I used to do track and- field in high school so-" And he shrugged. 


"Really? Why?" 


"Piss off Strider." But when Alex just looked confused Morgan went on, "He had super 
speed- Parents had us keep- powers on the down low- So he couldn't run- So I did- Won 
awards too." Morgan said grinning, but it was a little sharp around the edges. 


"Didn't that just... antagonize him further?" Alex asked. 


"Yup... But he was gonna pick on me anyway at least I got to annoy him back... I was the 
‘runner’ of the family as far as Mom and Dad's work friends were concerned..." He explained 
as he started to catch his breath. "I never went varsity or anything, but..." And he shrugged 
again and leaned against the railing to look out over the nearly empty gym. It was close to 
midnight for the base's time. 


"Why not?" Alex asked as he moved to lean on the railing next to Morgan. 


"Same reason I have a GED and not a diploma." 


"Ah, right sorry." 


"It's okay. Someday's I forget I ran away too." And they fell into silence, just listening to the 
few people below run on treadmills or click weight plates together. 


"It's not like I hate running either, it saved my ass a few times." Morgan said as he pushed 
back, "It's just that damned free running parkour stuff that I don't like. I'm good, no heights 
for me, thanks." 


Alex made a face and Morgan caught it. "So about that..." 


"Aw hell... Is that what we are starting next week?" 


"You live in an urban environment you need to know how to navigate it efficiently." Alex 
said sympathetically. 


"Shit..." 


And it wasn't terrible but ugh. Mostly Morgan just practiced how to take a fall that first 
week, it was a lot like Peony's gymnastics except no one was six and squealing. And Morgan 
picked it up, eventually . He was bruised and sore but he had to admit a month of training 6 
days a week was actually improving his stamina. Which meant he had to keep doing it... 
Ugh. 


The free running stuff didn't start getting hard until he needed to climb shit. He had never 
been the most graceful person and whoever Alex had found to help teach him this part was 
very encouraging, but it still hurt like hell to catch the wall with your solar plexus and not on 
your feet. 


Today, he had been trying to run part of the way up a wall and catch the edge and pull himself 
up. Which he could do in theory. He'd done all the parts separately during the first half of the 
lesson and now it was the practice putting them together part. He just kept losing his grip. 


"Okay, now just try to push up a little higher while your on the wall so you can get more of 
your hands on the top edge." AJ instructed. AJ didn't actually live at the lair and left after 
each lesson. AJ was 5'11" and built like an olympic gymnast. AJ had no last name as far as 
Morgan knew. AJ could go stuff it. 


But Morgan nodded and dried his hand again. He reset in the starting position... And darted 
towards the wall, Morgan jumped, put one foot on the wall and pushed, using the momentum 
to catch the upper edge- And he didn't manage to catch with both hands and- Aw hell- 


And thwack. Morgan hit the mat, landing on his back this time having accidentally kicked 
himself away from the wall. But he landed as best he could, keeping his head and elbows 
protected and landing flat. But it still knocked the wind out of him. 


And for a split second he wasn't lying on a mat in a well lit gym. He was on the asphalt, a 
pair of hands had just yanked him off the chain link fence. Morgan couldn't see Strider's face 
but he knew he was somewhere back there. These were his friends after all. 


"Come on Momo the Homo!" Taunted the 17 year old asshole who's name Morgan couldn't 
remember anymore. "Is that all you got?" 


"...Morgan?" It was AJ leaning over him. 


"fuck." 


"Yup that sounds about right. How about you get some water and take a break before we go 
at this again?" AJ said before offering Morgan a hand up. 


"Yeah sure..." And Morgan took the hand. 


He did finally managed to get up the fucking wall. It took about 6 more tries before he finally 
figured out what he was doing wrong and then he'd managed to get up the wall everytime 
after that. AJ congratulated him and then told him to drink lots of water and to make the 
shower cold for the first few minutes then he could heat it up again. Morgan nodded but 
doubted he would comply with that. He hated being cold. 


Alex was still off... stealing something, Morgan was pretty sure. No news reports so he must 
be getting supplies for some project or other. Maybe the reactor needs more plutonium, who 
knows... But that meant his friend wasn't going to be around for dinner. So he caught a bite to 
eat in the dining hall with some of the Crazies and tried to have a normal evening. He stayed 
up later than he should have, working on his next heist. He felt like taking a crown... He'd 
always wanted one. So he was researching what to take and trying to think of suitable fences 


for the piece when he got bored of it. He knew he was trying to wear himself out. He just 
wanted to be drop dead tired first... 


It didn't help. 


Alex appeared in his living room, the lights in the space all left on, but low. Morgan tended to 
do that if Alex was still out when Morgan went to bed. It was incredibly endearing that the D- 
tier villain had continued the habit while in Alex's lair. And Alex wasn't going to stop him. 
He checked on Morgan, just listening for his friend's breathing to make sure he was asleep 
before switching off the lights and heading to bed himself. 


He'd thought his empathic connection to Morgan was waning, no really he had. After that 
first day here it actually started to lessen again. And he'd run it by several of his super power 
experts on staff, very covertly . And they'd said that his powers might have temporarily 
attuned to Morgan. That it was known to happen sometimes for empaths and- family 
members or friends- you know people they're close to. And then without thinking about it 
they were hearing that person's thoughts or reading their emotions. It happened. Alex's people 
said it was likely a side effect of them just living together, possibly catalyzed by Morgan's life 
or death run-in and would probably fade with time. Assuming they stopped living together. 
Alex hadn't really liked that as a solution but... It would fix the problem. 


The point was that the connection had been lessening... Or at least Alex thought it was. But 
suddenly he was ripped from sleep and shoved into his friend's nightmare. 


It was strange and disorienting and surreal to be a lucid third party observer in someone else's 
dream. And having literally never done it before he had no idea how to end it or wake 
Morgan up or anything. The scenery kept changing, from city to neighborhood to forest 
grove without warning but regardless of where they were Morgan was sprinting like his life 
depended on it. He was stumbling and tripping, bouncing off of things as he scrambled to flee 
from whatever was chasing him. That kept changing too. From his brother, to a pack of 
teenagers, to a few heroes, to several pissed off villains, to an older man. One Alex couldn't 
seem to place in his history of who Morgan knew but this face seemed to frighten him the 
most. When the nightmare got to this figure the face would warp, features turning monsterous 
and grinning and as his clawed hand grabbed hold of the back of Morgan's neck- 


Alex sat up in bed with a gasp. His heart was racing nearly as fast as Morgan's was, at least- 
from what he could hear. And he sure as hell didn't know what to do. 


Did he go check on Morgan? What was he supposed to say? Should he tell him that he was 
accidentally a part of his nightmare? Should he not mention it? Should he just claim he'd 
heard Morgan moving around and was checking on him? 


Morgan was moving around now, Alex could tell. And then he was leaving... Morgan moved 
quickly as he scrambled from his room and out of the living room and- Out into the rest of 
the lair. 


Alex scrubbed his hands over his face and tried to process everything that he'd just 
accidentally been witness to. This mattered to Morgan- correction this scared Morgan. Being 
chased down scared him. And yet Morgan was a thief. He'd have to have been chased before 
now. Granted he'd only get chased if something went wrong but still it had never seemed to 
bother him before now. Yeah or is he just that good at making it not seem like a problem? 


"Fuck." 


And Alex still didn't know who that last figure had been. It didn't look like it was someone 
from his family. Or like a teacher or something because clearly those teenagers had been 
from his school life. He was somebody, and Morgan was terrified of him. It made Alex's 
chest feel tight with rage. That someone- some monster had terrorized Morgan so badly that 
he still haunted his friend. Alex would show them what a real monster looked like. 


But later... Later . And he tried to unclench his sheets. His nails had ripped little crest shaped 
holes in the silk. He'd just deal with that later too. First he needed to go check on Morgan. It 
barely took Alex a second to listen and discern his friend's heartbeat in the sea of heartbeats 
that filled his lair. God there are so many people here... 


But he got up and dressed in something casual that he would never have worn outside his 
quarters before he'd met Morgan. And now he just didn't give a damn. Well at least not at 
4am he didn't. The hoodie and lounge pants were exceptionally comfortable and he realized 
as he left his wing these were the pants Morgan had given him. Up one leg had the text 'Join 
the Dark side...' which Morgan and Alex at the time had found very amusing. 


Regardless they were just fine for walking through his own damned lair, and the gym wasn't 
that far. Could he have teleported or dashed there or something? Yeah, sure but he didn't want 
to startle Morgan, especially if he was just jogging. 


And when Alex made it to the gym, that's exactly what his friend was doing. He was on the 
second floor track, nearly halfway around. He wasn't sprinting or anything, just jogging but 
the distance between them didn't mean much for Alex. He could see Morgan's dark 
expression and from what Alex could hear he had his headphones up close to there max. So 
Alex stayed back and just watched, not wanting to interrupt. 


Morgan finished his mile before slowly down to take a sip from his water bottle. Alex 
stepped into view and Morgan jumped a little, yanking out his headphones. "Oh! Uh, hey... 
You're back." 


"Mhmmm... I got back a few hours ago." Alex confirmed while Morgan stopped his music 
and 'Plotline by emlyn' stopped blaring from his earbuds. 


Morgan just nodded, "I couldn't sleep so... I thought maybe jogging might help." 


"Mhmmm." Was all Alex said, his hands tucked into his hoodie and he leaned a shoulder 
against the wall. 


Morgan glanced over at him and sighed as he dragged his fingers through his hair. "Shit..." 


"Did it help? The jogging?" Alex asked gently. 


"Not particularly..." 


"Well... There's something I... should probably tell you. We could talk about that instead... if 
you don't want to talk...?" Alex offered. 


Morgan snorted, "Does it have anything to do with you going spacey on me the last couple of 
months?" 


Alex frowned and shifted his weight a bit. "I mean... Probably yeah..." 


Morgan snickered, "Alright, let's talk about that then." 


But when Alex didn't say anything Morgan made a go on gesture. Alex just frowned a little 
and looked away, "Uh, not here." 


Morgan rolled his eyes and then took Alex by the arm and started to drag him back towards 
Alex's quarters. "Well come on then." 


The halls were quiet and empty and it didn't take them long to make it back to Alex's living 
room. The S-tier villain however had gone all squirrel on Morgan. 


"Uh, did you want something to drink?" Alex offered, "Tea or coffee? I think I have hot 
chocolate?" 


Morgan just shook his head, "Sure you can keep stalling, I'd love some hot chocolate." 


Alex made a noise of dissent but... Didn't actually argue with Morgan. So he made them both 
hot chocolate, while Morgan flicked on a few lights and dimmed them. At some point he 
should probably try to go back to sleep. Once he was done he sat down on the sofa and 
waited for Alex to finish stalling. 


It didn't take long and the Siberian forest was kind of peaceful to watch at night. Alex set 
Morgan's mug down next to him and then joined the other villain on the sofa. Neither said 
anything. 


Morgan slurped at his chocolate a little. Alex still didn't say anything so Morgan slurped 
longer on his next sip. 


"Alright Alright, knock it off." Alex grumbled. 


"Talk and I will." 


"Ugh... I..." And Alex shifted a bit. "Look this started back when you got kidnapped. I 
don't... I don't actually Anow how I found you." 


"Whaddya mean? You found me psychically, right?" 


"But I wasn't /ooking for you psychically. I was doing an actual search of the city and my 
mental shields were in place and then I just heard you." Alex explained. 


"Ooookay... And?" 


"And I- It didn't stop, not hearing your thought." He clarified quickly, "But I can sense your 
emotions... Not all the time, just sometimes... Even when I'm making an effort to keep my 
mind shielded... Look at first I just- I thought it was a fluke." And he rubbed at his neck. 
"But it wasn't and I can still sense them, and it- I thought over the last few weeks it was going 
away..." 


"But?" Morgan prompted, because there had to be more. 


"But I... saw your nightmare..." Alex said uncomfortably. 


"Oh..." Morgan hummed, "Hmmm, well I'm sorry about that." 


"Why are you apologizing?" Alex practically demanded, "I- it's my power acting up." 


"I mean yeah but, it probably wasn't fun for you. I'm just glad that I'm not one of those people 
who dreams." Morgan said, shrugging but he was studying the surface of his hot chocolate. 


"But " 


"It's not really a big deal, I mean lots of normal people can read body language and stuff to 
tell your emotions. If it was hearing my thoughts all the time, then yeah that'd be weird but, 
this isn't that bad. " Morgan said finally, taking a sip and glancing over at his friend. 


Alex just stared at him. He searched his face for any signs that Morgan was lying or 
pretending or something- Anything. His friend just looked calm, if a little tired. "But... Ugh." 
And he just let go of his mug using telekinesis to hold it so he could bury his face in his 
hands. 


Morgan blinked at his friend as he rubbed his face, and a grin spread across Morgan's lips. ' 
Oh god, have you been worrying about this, this whole time?" Morgan asked positively 
gleefully. 


"I hate you." muttered Alex. 


"Hee~ No you don't." Morgan snickered. 


Alex sat up and dragged his fingers through his hair, "No, I don't..." He sighed. 


Morgan just giggled some more. "Dude, no offense, but I figured way more weird stuff was 
gonna happen because of all your crazy powers. This is actually pretty mundane." 


Alex just grunted and snatched his mug out of the air. 


"It's nice that you were so worried though~" Morgan teased. 


"Shut up..." 


Morgan shifted to face Alex more. "Okay so have you told anybody else? You've got some 
powers experts floating around here, right? Have you talked with them?" 


"I did, yes... They said it can happen sometimes with empaths and the people they care 
about." 


"Well, that's no help." 


"No shit. They also said it'd probably go away if we stopped hanging out so much..." 


"Pfft, that's not happening. Are you sure they're experts?" Morgan questioned derisively. 


"The top in their field, apparently. " Alex grumbled as he took another sip. 


"Alright, well maybe we can figure it out? Whaddya know about this happening on your end? 
Like is there a pattern? You said it only happens sometimes, right?" 


"Yes, maddeningly..." Alex muttered. 


Morgan lifted his brows and cocked his head a little. "Maddeningly because it was happening 
at all? Or because it was only happening sometimes?" He questioned suspiciously. 


Alex glowered into his mug and and didn't look over at Morgan. Morgan waited. Alex caved. 
"A little of both, actually... It's- This is an invasion of privacy and I want to have control 
over this..." 


"But it's also useful." Morgan finished, smirking over the rim of his mug at the S-tier villain. 
"I'm sorry my poker face annoys you so much." He said not sounding remotely sorry. 


Alex scoffed and shot his friend a glare. "You're not helping." 


"Sorry, sorry... Alright, so you maybe don't actually want this to stop-" 


" Morgan. " 


"-But you do want to control whatever this is... Hmmm, have you noticed if it's like specific 
emotions that you're picking up?" 


"No they seem to be across the board..." 


"But, not all the time. Is- Have you noticed, like if they are more... I dunno, more intense on 
my part? Like big emotions?" 


"Like fear? Or pain?" Alex asked and Morgan nodded, humming confirmation around his 
mug. "I mean... I'd say some of them are yes. They are louder, I guess but not always..." 


"Okay... well can you remember any examples for the not loud ones?" 


And Alex did. So he started listing off what had been happening and when and what the 
emotions were for all the instances he could remember. And Morgan's expression grew more 
and more contemplative as he listened. 


Finally Alex noticed, "-What?" 


"Hmmm?" Morgan hummed coming back to himself a bit. 


"Ah, you thought of something. Spill." Alex demanded. 


"I... It's probably nothing-" 


"Spill." Alex pressed. 


"Really I don't know-" 


" Spill." 


Morgan sighed and shifted some more. "Okay so... I think... If we are just counting these 
moments that you can remember and not like the big stuff... All of these have been... My 
feelings towards or about, um, you." Morgan hedged as best he could but still winced a little. 


Alex just stared at him. "About me?" 


"Yeah, um... Just like us interacting and me appreciating you or just being happy to be 
hanging out with you... I think." 


"0h." 


"Yeahhhh...." 


"... well shit. Maybe the experts were right..." 


"Yup..." Then after a beat, Morgan added. "We could test it." 


" How?" Alex asked, not sure he liked where this is going. 


"Just shut up and close your eyes for a second." Morgan said as he leaned over to set his mug 
down. 


"Morgan-" 


"Shush and close your eyes." 


Alex shot Morgan a look but set his own mug down and complied. 


Morgan only fidgeted for a bit, because this was weird but he huffed out a breath and tried to 
think about Alex. About their friendship, about how important it was to him, about how 
important Alex was to him, about how much he valued their relationship. It left Morgan 
feeling foolish and kinda warm and fuzzy, but mostly foolish for doing this but... It was a 
dopey kind of foolish- 


And Alex's amber colored eyes popped open and met his. Morgan swallowed hard, "Tada... 
we figured it out..." And Morgan hoped to god he wasn't as flushed as he felt. He turned 
away to grab his mug just to give his hands something to do. 


Alex just watched Morgan fidget and tried not to fidget himself. The emotions coming off his 
friend were- were happy and warm and affectionate and- and- so positive . It left Alex 
feeling- well, appreciated and needed and- like he belonged. It was a lot. Finally he cleared 
his throat, "Uh I guess we did..." 


"Yup..." 


The awkward silence stretched and Morgan finally said. "Kinda selfish of you though. Only 
detecting emotions about yourself, tsk tsk." 


"It's not like I'm doing it on purpose!" Alex complained before opening his hand and his mug 
just appeared in hand as he flopped back into the sofa more. 


God he's cute when he's flustered. And Morgan's brain hiccuped for a moment. Jntense 
emotion or feelings about Alex... oh... oh shit. "Um... Hey Alex? I had a- Uh there's another 
thing I- we should probably test real fast." 


Alex leveled a suspicious look at Morgan. "What..." 


"Just close your eyes again for a second." 


Alex rolled them first but set his mug down again and sat back crossing his arms before 
finally complying. 


Morgan fidgeted some more, /- maybe I don't need to test this- It's probably fine right? It's 
fine... But if he didn't get his answer now then he was going to get his answer in a 
significantly more embarrassing way later. So... better to know now than later. 


So Morgan... thought about Alex... And just exactly how hot Alex was. And how sometimes 
his voice would send shivers down Morgan's spine and just much Morgan wanted to drag his 
fingers through Alex's hair, especially after he'd just styled it. It would probably be soft and 
thick like when he was a cat and Morgan could drag him down for a- 


Alex's eyes popped up and Morgan just stared at the wall across from him and sipped at his 
hot chocolate. Neither of them said a damn thing... After what felt like an eternity Morgan 
finally managed, "Well... We could have learned that was gonna happen in a lot worse 
ways..." 


Alex cleared his throat and tried to shake off the feelings of desire and- and lust that just 
surprised the hell out of him. "Uh... How exactly?" 


"Well... I'm not dating anyone..." Morgan muttered, but Alex just looked confused still. 
"And I'm not dead..." 


"I'm not following..." 


"Oh God- Okay, I'm really gonna have to spell this one out for you- Um, okay..." Morgan 
said, dragging his fingers through his hair. "Ummmm, well I'm not hurt anymore... And I've 
got a higher libido than you, dude..." Oh for the love of god please get it- please- please- 
please- 


Light dawned on Alex and so did the embarrassment. He rubbed at his face and hoped to 
fight off the flush he felt. "Yeah- yeah that could have been much worse." 


"Mhmmm." Morgan replied. 


The silence stretched. 


"And on that note I'm going to bed, let's pretend we didn't have this portion of the 
conversation. K, great. Night." Morgan said as he stood up, abandoning his mug and all sense 
of decency and fled. 


"Mhmm." Alex responded and let his friend flee. Alex, however, was likely going to be 
completely unable to forget what was just shared. Because despite the evidence to the 
contrary, he wasn't dumb. And he being not dumb meant he could assume one of two things: 
Either Morgan felt lust, uh... very intensely quickly or... he had been thinking about Alex. 


And if it was the latter then... Well now Alex was thinking about Morgan thinking about 
him. Which certainly didn't make his libido feel lower... At least not right now. 


"fuck." 


Chapter 9 


Chapter Notes 


This... this is a fun chapter~ 
Also is it January? Yes. Am I writing some Christmas chapters? Hell yes I am. 


I did change a word from the tiktok I quoted and I put *'s by it but I don't think it 
changes the tone of the conversation much. 


See the end of the chapter for more notes 


With the beginning of December came Christmas decorations. They practically exploded 
across the Staff living and Rec sector. Garlands and lights and trees and ornaments and 
snowflakes- Alex's minions quite literally decked the halls. It was tacky and over the top and 
delightful. The Christmas explosion even managed to creep into the office and lab spaces but 
on a more tame level. A string of lights or a garland around a cubicle, wrapping paper on a 
lab door, etc. It was something that seemed to put everyone in a better mood. 


And Alex's minions just assumed Alex let them do it because it made them happy and he'd 
stop having to hear them ask about it... But Morgan knew better. Morgan got the inside 
perspective on their Boss and no matter how they begged or bribed him, Morgan never 
actually said much about Alex. 


He'd gotten really good at fielding and dodging questions about the S-tier villain a few years 
ago when they first started hanging out. Everyone who was anyone had questions about 'The 
Devourer'. 


"Was he human/ an alien/ an android?" 


'Did he eat/ eat people/ sleep/ drink blood?' 


'Did he have dirt on Morgan / was controlling him?' 


'Did Morgan have dirt on him / was charming him?' 


"What are his powers/ weaknesses?' 


The list was endless, but they were all basically the same kind of questions. And they came 
from his henchmen, Alex's minions, heroes or villains who'd figured out there was a 
connection between Carmine and the Devourer, from his informants and contacts... The only 
person who didn't ask Morgan about Alex, was Alex. But Morgan didn't really mind... he also 
never really told Alex about it either. 


And now that Alex's newer minions had gotten more comfortable with him, the usual 
questions cropped up, this time with a holiday twist. And Morgan politely but firmly avoided 
them. He did however let them talk... Because listening was the best way to learn more than 
you should. 


Morgan had just done a fair bit of listening in the arcade a few moments ago and now had his 
own questions for Alex. And as Morgan entered Alex's wing, Christmas changed from cheap 
and cheesy to elegant and classy. Alex's color scheme this year was white and gold, and silver 
and blue. And his version of Christmas was everywhere . It was glass icicles and snowflakes 
hanging from the ceiling, soft twinkling lights trimming doorways, and mercury glass 
figurines on tables. It was iridescent snow themed table trim, pretty ribbons and 
monogrammed towels with small presents or snowmen, and peppermint scented candles. 


And it was an Enormous Christmas tree. 


It towered over the living room, and must have been something Alex had cut down himself 
because no one sold trees like that. Maybe it had even come from the same pine forest that 
was being broadcast on all the windows. And currently Alex was in the middle of decorating 
it. 


He was floating up near the top, a box of delicate ornaments levitating next to him as he 
placed another icicle onto the tree. The soft yellow lights that ran up through the tree set the 
white and silver tinsel twinkling. The stained glass star on top was softly illuminated from 
within. The tree was fucking stunning. 


And Alex had done it all himself. And without super speed. He might have used his powers 
for some parts but he made no attempt to rush the process. Not for any part of the Christmas 
decorating process. He seemed to really enjoy it and Morgan could only grin as his friend 
frowned a little and moved an ornament a few branches over. 


And once again Morgan was reminded just how overwhelmingly endearing his best friend 
could be. Just hovering there framed by a snowy forest, illuminated by a gorgeous tree... and 
his lounge pants had penguins in santa hats all over them. So Morgan just... leaned against 
the wall in the hallway and watched him, not wanting to interrupt and disenchant this little 
scene. 


It didn't take long for Alex to notice him and glance over, "...What's up?" How long has he 
been standing there? Alex hadn't heard Morgan approach, he'd only felt... the warmth of 
Morgan's emotions. 


"Oh, nothing much... but I did have a question for you." Morgan replied as he moved further 
into the room. 


"Which is?" And Alex hung another ornament. 


"Do you seriously go play poker with some of the A-tier villians a few times a year, or are 
you minions full of shit?" 


"Oh. That ." And he shrugged but his tone sounded more annoyed than anything. "Yeah, no I 
do." 


" Why?" Morgan questioned, laughing a bit. "You hate poker. Why go?" 


"Hmm... to be sociable, I guess. It's more just to check in on the other rich backstabbing 
bastards and see if they are plotting to do damage or take something I give a shit about. It's 
dumb but it serves a purpose." 


Morgan snorted as Alex hung a delicate looking snowflake. "Like they'd stand a chance if 
they stepped on your toes." 


"Oh I could ground their bones to paste, but it's harder to keep ahead of them financially. I'd 
rather just play their stupid games than have to deal with a literal mountain of lawsuits as 
they tried picked apart my enterprises like bloodthirsty vultures. It's just a formality." 


"Sounds boring as all hell." 


"Yuuup. And Rex Roofer cheats like a motherfucker and we all just let him so he can pretend 
to be important." Alex sighed. "But yes, it's obnoxious but true." 


Morgan just laughed and wandered into the kitchen for a coke. "I can't believe you have to 
hobnob with other villains." 


Alex just grunted and hung the last ornament from his box before floating back down to get 
the next box. "Yeah well if I had another easier option I would..." 


"You could always take me." Morgan offered as he opened the fridge. Alex had had to install 
a hydraulic arm on the door so people without super strength could open the ridiculously 
heavy shakeanium door with the press of a button. 


Alex paused and looked over at him. "Why would you want to go?" 


"Well for starters to keep you company," Morgan replied as he grabbed a can and pressed the 
close button. "And secondly because I /ike poker. And I'm halfway good at it, it'd be fun to 
see if I could clean them out~" 


Alex watched him with brows raised as his friend came back over, can in hand. "Seriously?" 


"Yeah why not?" Morgan asked as he toed off his shoes before vaulting over the back of the 
sofa to land on the plush cushions. "It could be fun just to watch them deal with the whiplash 
of some nobody villain showing up at their fancy ass party only for me to clean them out." 


"The entrance fee is 500 million." 


Morgan spluttered. " Excuse me?!" 


And Alex just laughed as he opened up the second box and started taking the bubble wrap off 
the ornaments. "Yup. It's supposed to be 'very exclusive’... But I'll give you the money. I just 
kinda want to see if you really can beat Rex even while he's cheating." 


"uh... really? That's- dude, that's like a Jot of money." 


"Eh, it's not that much." 


" Dude... " 


Alex rolled his eyes, "It's not that much for me. Hold a few countries hostage and it'll become 
pocket cash." 


Morgan just shook his head, "I... Don't even think I can process what you just said." 


Alex shot him a little villainous smirk, "You should try it sometime... /t's great fun. " 


Morgan rolled his eyes and popped the top on his can. And Alex went back to unwrapping. 
"... [can help with that if you want?" Morgan offer and gestured to the ornaments. 


"Oh sure..." And he pushed the box closer to Morgan. "Did you want to help put them on the 
tree?" 


"Ah, no, you seem to have a vision for that but I can pass you stuff when you get back down 
to the height of a normal Christmas tree." 


"Where's the fun in a normal sized Christmas tree?" 


"I mean besides the fact that most people don't have 30ft ceilings?" Morgan shot back. 


" Tam not most people." Alex said and took the box of unwrapped ornaments with him as he 
floated back up toward the top of the tree. 


"No kidding..." Morgan chuckled as he watched his friend go back to his meticulous 
placement of ornaments. After a few quiet moments, Morgan reached over for the next box of 
ornaments. All things considered this wasn't a bad way to spend an December afternoon... 


Morgan had finally settled on the crown he wanted to steal. Well, technically it was a tiara 
but... Still it caught his eye and that was usually enough of a reason as any for him to start 
planning a heist. The Fife Tiara with all of its dangling pear-shaped diamonds had a long 
history in the UK and for many years was thought to have been sold to a private collector. 
However, a few years back it was found and authenticated. And now it was sitting pretty at 
the Kensington Palace on display. 


This would be a first for him. Not just the tiara but stealing from a palace. All he could do 
was grin as he started digging around on his tablet for his contacts in London. He was 
huddled up under a blanket on the sofa, only the Christmas tree and the moon reflecting off 
the snowscape outside illuminated the room. It was well after midnight here and with the 
strangeness of timezones that made it around noon, plus or minus a few hours, back in the 
states. It had taken Morgan a little while to adjust and to remember that the few times he'd 
needed to head back to Capital City. Regardless, his insomnia hadn't seemed to care... So late 
night planning sessions it is. 


Or it would have been until Alex opened up his bedroom door and came out in a rush. "Uh- 
Morgan?" 


"Yeahhhh?" He said, slightly concerned, and tipping his head towards Alex. 


["Hey so... I fucked up and I need your help." Alex said rubbing his neck, his phone clutched 
in his other hand. 


"Um. Sure, yeah. Anything you need, man, like, I'll do it." Morgan said, starting to un-cocoon 
himself from the plush blanket. 


"Oh perfect." Alex sighed in relief, "Okay, um pack your bags. We're going to my parents 
house for Christmas." 


"Um... Okay. Why?" 


"Well you know my parents..." Alex sighed again and started to pace. "They're small town 
folk and they have all these ideas about where my life should be going. And like they never 
approved of *my* whole villain thing. And my mom was talking about me-" And he gestured 
with the phone he's still holding while he dragged his other hand through his hair. "-meeting 
someone that she thinks I'd ‘totally be interested in'." And he makes the air quotes with his 
fingers, still pacing. 


"Like some hot shot lawyer from the city or some shit and like I have vo interest in that so..." 
And finally he stops and looks back at Morgan, "I lied... And said that we're together..." He 
trailed off, waiting to see what his friend's reaction was going to be. 


Morgan blinked several times before a bubbly little giggle started to escape, and he lifted a 
hand to cover his growing grin. " Wait - You need my help to stop your life from becoming a 
Hallmark movie?" 


Alex shifted his weight a bit and crossed his arms. "... essentially, yes." 


"Okay-" Morgan snickered, "Yeah, I can do that."] And then the laughter escaped him in 
waves of giggles and gasps. 


Alex just sighed again, relieved Morgan was okay with all of this. And true to form he 
couldn't not smile as his best friend practically fell over on the sofa while he laughed. "Yeah, 
yeah, I know." 


"You- Ha! You! A main character in a Hallmark movie-! Hahahaha !" Morgan cackled, 
clutching his stomach. 


"Tknow."” 


"Dude-!" Morgan squeaked out. 


"They're my parents, what else was I supposed to do?" Alex huffed but he was still fighting 
off a smile. 


"I dunno- Tell them, No!" Morgan laughed. 


"That wouldn't have stopped my mom... She's almost as stubborn as you. She still would 
have tried to set me up... Now she can't without, like insulting you." 


Morgan just laughed some more and Alex just let him get it out of his system. When his 
friend finally managed to catch his breath and start sitting up, he asked, "You sure you're 
good with this?" 


"Oh yeah. " Morgan said, still grinning ear to ear. "My question is are you ?" 


"Me?" And Alex's heart stuttered for a second. 


"Yeah, man. You can't lie for shit. Are you gonna be able to keep this up for however long 
we're gonna be there for?" 


"I'm not that bad at lying, it'll be fine." 


Morgan just raised his brows and shot Alex a sympathetic look. "Dude, you are a force of 
fucking nature, but nobody's perfect. And you suck at lying." 


"T do not. " Alex insisted. 


Morgan sighed and actually stood up, pulling the blanket off of himself. "Okay, fine. Then I 
want you to look me in the eye and tell me that you are madly in love with me and I want you 
to make me believe it." And he crossed his arms over his chest and waited. 


Alex just stared at him like a fish out of water. "But- I- You-" He stuttered back, his mind still 
stuck on the 'madly in love with' part and 'Morgan' in the same sentence. 


Morgan rolled his eyes, "See. You can't-" 


"Can you ?" Alex spluttered back, trying to regain some control over this conversation. 


Morgan tilted his head a little and ran his tongue over his teeth a bit before nodding and 
stepping closer. It made their height difference more noticeable. Alex had to look down more 
at Morgan and Morgan had to lift his chin up more to hold Alex's gaze. " Alex ... I- I love 
you. I have for years- And- And god! I've just been so afraid to say anything because I didn't 
want to ruin our friendship but- But J love you so much. " Morgan confessed. 


Alex just stared down at Morgan in absolute shock. 


And then Morgan smirked, all sincerity and nervousness gone from his face. No more lip 
tremble or fluttering eyelashes. " See?" 


Alex still didn't say anything; he just quietly closed his mouth as Morgan turned away, now it 
was his turn to pace. "Look- we are just gonna have to take your bad lying skill into account 
while we plan out our cover story..." 


Alex knew his friend was still talking. He was heading into heist planning mode and Alex 
really should be listening to him... but his brain just malfunctioned a bit. Because despite a 
couple weeks having gone by since Morgan's nightmare, Alex still hadn't stopped sensing 
Morgan's emotions. And he- He'd felt something from Morgan just a second go. It was small 
and quick and made Alex's heart pound. It had been more than just smug pride in his own 
abilities... Under that was actually nervousness and- and something softer and more delicate 
than just affection. And Alex wasn't sure what to call it. 


But whatever Morgan had felt in that moment along with his words... had made some small, 
tiny, miniscule part of Alex feel overwhelmed with emotion and joy and- 


And that tiny part of him might... actually be in love with Morgan. 


"..0h fuck. " He breathed softly and leaned against the sofa for a second, hand automatically 
coming up to cover his mouth. 


"- What? What's up?" Morgan asked, pausing mid ramble to glance at Alex. He had sat down 
on the arm of his sofa and had this far away look. "You good, dude?" 


Alex finally blinked and looked over at Morgan, face just a little pale. "Uh, yeah... I'm fine. 
What were you saying?" 


"You... sure?" 


"Yeah, yeah... It's- uh, it's nothing." Alex lied. 


Morgan narrowed his eyes at Alex for a second but the other villain wouldn't meet his eyes 
and seemed determined not to say anything more. Well he'll tell me later, he always does... " 
Oh-kay..." And Morgan made sure that his tone indicated total disbelief so Alex would know 
he was letting it go even though Morgan didn't believe him at all. 


"Well I'd been talking about what our story was gonna be... Like how long we've been dating 
and stuff." Morgan explained. 


Alex nodded and rubbed at his face a little but didn't say anything. 


So Morgan prompted, "Do you have any thoughts on that? Like what you're comfortable 
with?" Alex still looked really distracted and concerned and just a little flushed. "... You don't 
look great, man? We- We don't have to do this-" 


"No- No... It's fine." And Alex cleared his throat and wiped his hands on his pants before 
crossing his arms. He shoved as much of the internal panic out of his mind as he could and 
tried to give Morgan his attention. "How many months we've been dating?" 


"Yeahhhh... Like it'd be weird for you to take me to meet your parents if we only just hooked 
up." 


"How about... a couple of months then? Like 4 or 5 months?" Alex offered. You know since 
Morgan's been hurt... Have- have I really felt- had this feeling for- for that long??? 


"Okay, yeah that would work. Next question would be like... boundaries and stuff. How 
comfortable are you gonna be with us like cuddling or holding hands? PDA, that sort of 
stuff?" 


Jesus. Christ. 


"Uhhh... Some is probably fine? But not like too much since we're staying with my parents." 


"M'kaaaay... So like sitting with each other on the sofa and maybe holding hands if we aren't 
the center of attention. But like no quick kisses or anything. That'll work." Morgan plotted 
and had started pacing again. 


Alex just watched him and struggled to figure out just how badly he was going to regret this 
lie... It's just a week. You- you can hold your shit together for a week. 


"Sooo next is like pet names and stuff, yay or nay?" 


"I guess it depends on the name?" Alex replied. 


"Is 'Hey, babe.' okay? Or would you prefer, like 'Hi, honey'?" Morgan suggested. 


"Hey- hey babe is fine..." J am going to die. 


"Got it, and... I think the rest we can just act like we like each other which isn't hard because 
best friends..." Morgan muttered, tapping his chin before glancing over at Alex. He looked 
less pale now but he didn't seem too much better. "Ummmm, I can't think of anything else? Is 
there something else you think we should discuss now? Like... who asked who out? Or are 
we just gonna wing the rest?" 


"We can just say... It started... as a joke that became more?" Which was horribly true now... 
"And we can just... "yes, and' everything else." 


Morgan nodded, "If you just freeze up, throw the question to me and I'll do my best to answer 
in an non-embarrassing way." 


". right." 


When Alex didn't say anything more Morgan asked, "Sooo... How long are we staying?" 


That pulled Alex back out of his thoughts, "-A week. And I was planning on leaving 
tomorrow night around now so we'd get there midday and could just go to sleep early to deal 
with the jetlag." 


"Sounds good to me. You're folks live in the Midwest, right? So snowy?" Morgan asked as he 
headed towards the bedrooms. 


"Yeah..." Alex called after him. "It's... gonna be a white Christmas..." He mumbled to 
himself as he dragged a hand through his hair again. There had to be a higher power and it 
had to be malicious... because the world would not just sucker punch him with this as a 
coincidence. He looked at the tree across from him without really seeing it and tried to 
pretend that it was fine- normal even for him to have tiny, itty-bitty feelings for his best 
friend. That everyone did... And it was just fine. 


Everything was fiiiine. 


" Just fucking, peachy..." 


Chapter End Notes 
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Chapter Notes 


Merry Christmas in January! Lol 


I'm probably gonna have several Christmas-y chapters so put on your Santa hats and 
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fluffy backstory building.) 


See the end of the chapter for more notes 


Christmas in Tinyton, Arkansas... was actually really pretty. Morgan thought as he looked 
around him. There was nothing but rolling plains and a light dusting of snow for miles 
around. Hardly a house in sight, other than the one they were walking up the long ass drive 
too. Alex had teleported them down by the road just to make sure he didn't disrupt anyone- or 
frightening the cows and horses, apparently. Morgan could see a few out in the field- pasture. 
Ha! I know farm shit. The animals had like... coats on. It was nice to know they weren't too 
cold and they were out and about because they wanted to be. The shelter doors were clearly 
open and he was pretty sure he saw another cow or something inside it. That cow has 
common sense... Morgan thought as he fought off a shiver. 


Alex glanced over when Morgan's teeth chattered and smirked, "Dude, we've only been 
outside for like a minute." 


"Yeah and a minute before that we were inside at a nice reasonable 72." Morgan complained. 


Alex just laughed and shook his head, "Come on the house is only a bit further." And he 
adjusted the backpack strap over his shoulder. "And it looks like they have the fire going." He 
nodded to the smoke scattering to the winds above the chimney. 


"D-did you grow up here?" Morgan asked, realizing he didn't know a whole hell of a lot 
about Alex's past. At least nothing from before he was like 18. 


"Hmm? Oh, yeah. I had to take the bus in to school like all the other kids who lived out on 
the farms. My classes had like... 16 people in them. At least until high school." 


"It's... hard t-ta picture you out here." Morgan laughed a little. 


"What chopping wood and moving bales of hay around?" Alex snorted. "Well, I did. Like my 
whole childhood." 


Morgan tried to picture it. A sandy haired kid, no powers, no villainous intent, just running 
around here probably barefoot some of the time, catching crickets or frogs over in that, 
currently frozen, pond. He tried to picture a young Alex with green eyes feeding chickens or 
cows and... God he's a totally different person now... that's such a huge change. But before 
Morgan could ask anything else they reached the cozy little porch of the pale blue house. 
Bright multicolored lights trimmed the first and second floors and twinkled through the small 
icicles despite the daylight. 


Alex gently tapped the toes of his shoes against the porch deck to knock the snow off before 
he opened the screen and knocked. But he didn't wait for an answer, he just swung open the 
door, it wasn't even locked. Morgan wouldn't have even considered doing that if this was his 
parents house, even if he'd used to live there. And Alex was grinning. The real kind. Not the 
one for show or just a little stiff in front of strangers. No, he looked genuinely happy to be 
home despite his own parent troubles. Something just a little bittersweet crept into Morgan's 
heart but he didn't let it show on his face as Alex called out, "Hey Ma, Pa! I'm home! And 
I've got Morgan with me." 


And then Morgan could hear movement further in the house somewhere towards what was 
probably a kitchen. Alex just started pulling off his coat to hang up on the coat rack so 
Morgan did the same... and he glanced around the front room. It was tidy but lived in and 
looked like it had very comfortable sofas. And just like at Alex's lair, a friggin enormous tree 
sat in the corner. Okay well this one was only like 10ft tall but still the star almost touched 
the ceiling. This tree however was much more traditional with multicolored lights and a 
popcorn garland and all kinds of mismatched ornaments. And it was made complete with 
presents under the tree and a little model train encircling the whole deal. It was adorable. 


And then Alex's mother strolled in, face just as happy as Alex's. It was a face Morgan had 
seen a few times on Alex's phone during a video call; what Morgan hadn't realized was that 
she was tiny . She was 5 foot nothing and looked even more petite as Alex's 6 foot plus frame 


engulfed her in a hug. "Oh Alex!" She laughed, "It's so good to see you~" And then she 
pulled back to shout up the stairs to her left, "Mal! You come down here! Our boy and his 
partner are here!" And then she turned her sunny smile on Morgan. She tucked a loose curl of 
red hair streaked with grey behind her ear before opening her arms, to offer Morgan a hug 
too. 


It only caught him off guard for a second, but he rolled with it and stepped over to hug her. 
And she was warm. Surprisingly warm. Almost bordering on uncomfortably warm. But she 
hugged him tight and wiggled a bit in her excitement. "Oh it's so nice ta finally meet you in 
person, sweetheart!" 


"The feeling is mutual." Morgan laughed as she released him from the hug but didn't let him 
go. 


"Just let me look at you! I've only ever seen you on that little phone screen so I wanna get the 
whole picture." She explained as she held onto his sleeves for another moment. "Aren't you 
just the cutest thing~" She cooed. 


" Mom." Alex muttered. 


"Oh, hush! It's not everyday you bring somebody home ta meet your age-ed parents. I get ta 
be nosy." 


Alex shot Morgan an apologetic look over his mother's head. Psychically Morgan heard, * "7 
am so sorry." * 


Morgan had to struggle not to laugh. * "Dude..." * But to Mrs Monroe he said, "It's okay I 
understand the feeling. It's not everyday I get to meet my SO's parents." 


"SO?" She asked. 


"Ah, significant other." Morgan explained. 


"Would you prefer I use that instead of partner?" She asked, glancing between the both of 
them, genuinely wanting to know. 


"Oh! Both are fine." Morgan clarified, "And are better than boyfriend." He added chuckling 
as that bittersweet feeling intensified. "It makes us sound less like we're in high school." 


She really cares... I- Alex shot him a questioning look but Morgan ignored it and tried to 
reign in his emotions a little better. But his words got the reaction he'd been hoping for, a 
quick trill of laughter from Alex's mom. And then there was a figure coming down the stairs. 
He was taller than his wife but closer to Morgan's height of 5'10" instead of his son's. He had 
a much paler complection than his wife but had the same sandy blonde hair as his son, with 
some touches of grey in a few places. He was also wearing a god awful light up Christmas 
sweater. 


"Alex!" Mal called, laughing as he embraced his son in a tight hug. "It's good to see you, 
kiddo." 


"Hey Dad~" Alex hummed, hugging his father back before pulling away to introduce 
Morgan. "And this is Morgan. I know you've met a few times before when you guys 
called..." 


He's nervous. Morgan realized and that made this whole experience that much more amusing 
for him. "Hi, sir. It's a pleasure to meet you." Morgan replied brightly as he offered Mal his 
hand. 


"Oh, none of that. This is a hugging house." Mal smiled before avoiding Morgan's hand and 
pulling the younger man into a hug. "And you can call me Mal, son." 


Morgan took it in stride once more and was only a but surprised to find that Mal was just a 
touch subnormal. He was just a little cooler than the room. But when he released Morgan, he 
didn't hang on. "Well, Mal, it's a pleasure to finally get to meet you." 


"And you can just call me Lissa!" Alex's mom added as she tucked an arm around Alex's 
waist, "None of that ma'am stuff. We're family." She laughed. 


And another stronger pang of bittersweet and longing hit Morgan just underneath his 
sternum. "I- Thanks, and I'll try not to, but old habits." He chuckled trying to play off his 
hesitation. 


They both just smiled at him, clearly delighted to have both of them here. Then Lissa spoke, 
"Oh where are my manners! Let me show you both to your room so you can put your stuff 
down." And she gestured for them to follow her up stairs as she released her son. 


Alex scooped up his bag and followed after Morgan and his mom. The upstairs had been 
repainted since he'd moved out but it was the same yellow color as the last time he was here. 
And it only occurred to him that he and Morgan would be sharing a room, the moment just 
before his mother opened the door to the guest room, his former room. 


"Your room is right here and the bathroom is just across the hall." Lissa explained to Morgan. 
"I've got fresh towels hung in the bathroom for you both but if you need any more just tell 
Alex, I'll be able to find them." 


"Thank you, I'll be sure to poke him as needed." And again Lissa laughed and Morgan 
grinned back. 


"Well..." And she stepped back patting Alex on the arm as she moved out of the way. 
"Lunch'll be ready in about 15 minutes." 


"Thanks, ma." And Alex replied, patting her hand for just a second before letting her go. 


Morgan moved further into the room, dropping his bag at the foot of the queen bed. The room 
was small but clearly only used as a guest room, no other clutter occupied the dresser or end 
table. A few nice farmhouse style paintings hung on the walls and the quilt on the bed might 
have been hand made, but probably not by the couple. 


Alex closed the door behind him and let out an enormous sigh, before glancing over at 
Morgan. "I am so sorry." 


Morgan just started laughing. He couldn't help it. " Dude-!" He snickered. 


Alex just dragged a hand over his face. "You- Look , you've heard them over the phone..." 
He tried to explain. 


"It's fine- Really, it's fine." Morgan soothed, still giggling. "They're just really happy for you 
and want me to feel welcome. It's all good." 


Alex just shook his head, his own smile more embarrassed than anything. He knew his face 
was just a little flushed. But he stepped over to the trunk at the end of the bed and dropped 
his bag on it like he'd done it a hundred times. "They're just..." 


"Excited." Morgan finished and elbowed his friend a little. "Seriously, it's fine." 


Alex puffed out a sigh before nodding to the room. "I, uh, forgot about the one guest room 
thing. I can just be a cat again..." 


"Sure, I'm fine with whatever." Morgan replied honestly. 


Alex nodded again before just sitting on the edge of the bed. "... I really didn't know how 
they'd react but... That actually was better than I hoped." 


Morgan plopped down next to him. "Eh, I sorta figured it'd be fine. They seemed chill 
enough over the phone." And Morgan glanced around the room a bit before saying, "Was this 
your room?" 


"Hmm? Oh, yeah. But they repainted it when I left. The furniture is all still the same, but 
that's about it." 


"That explains the old stickers on the dresser." 


"What?" Alex asked and Morgan pointed out the faded dinosaur stickers on the bottom 
drawer of the dresser. "Oh- ha, yeah. That was me." 


Morgan grinned a bit but didn't tease his friend. He did however ask a bit more about Alex's 
parents. "So... fire and ice?" 


"You noticed that?" Alex asked 


"Kinda hard not too with the temperature differences." 


"Yup. Mom's always warm and Dad's always cold. She was Helio and he was Frost Knife." 
Alex explained. "Mom still does villain stuff sometimes but they're both retired. Now my 
mom teaches kindergarten part time and my dad keeps up the farm." 


"It's cute. The whole opposites thing." 


"Yeah, when they first started out they actually had the same hero nemesis, but they didn't 
like each other all that much. Then one unlikely team up later and they realized they were 
meant to be, or whatever. You can ask them for the whole story, Mom just loves telling it." 


"I will then." Morgan chuckled but tried to keep his thoughts lighthearted. It didn't work. And 
Alex glanced over at him. 


"What? You're... I dunno actually, melancholic?" Alex said, trying to verbalize what Morgan 
was feeling. 


Morgan snorted. "Not quite, but it's nothing, really." 


Alex just looked at him. And Morgan shifted uncomfortably. "Really, it's nothing..." 


Alex raised a brow, golden cat's eyes unwavering. Morgan sighed. "It's... They're great. 
Really great..." And he rubbed at the back of his neck a bit. "And I'm... a little envious, I 
guess. It's been years since I've done Christmas like this. Like with family. I do the whole 
friend party stuff and gifts but... It's been a while for the cozy heartwarming stuff." 


"Bittersweet." Alex corrected himself, "You're feeling bittersweet." 


"Yeah... I guess." And he shrugged. "I'll shake it off." 


Alex frowned at his friend, but Morgan was studying the floor. "I... hadn't realized. I'm 
sorry-" 


Morgan shrugged again, and interrupted Alex, "It's not your fault my parents sucked. I'll- I'll 
be fine." And he pushed up from the bed. 


"Morgan..." 


Morgan ran his fingers up through his hair. "I just... I dunno... I don't want to suck all the fun 
out of this for you. You love your family and Christmas and I don't..." 


Alex just let him pace and process his thoughts while he spoke. 


"I don't want to make this about me and them and my whole disaster. I don't. So I- I'm not 
always gonna be on top of it but... Don't let that ruin your mood, okay?" Morgan finished, 
glancing back at Alex. 


"Helping you get out of your own head isn't gonna ruin my mood- but!" Alex said cutting 
Morgan off before he could speak, "I'll try not to draw attention to it, okay?" 


Morgan shifted a bit, "... yeah, that works." 


"Good." Alex said standing up, "Now I'm pretty sure lunch is ready." 


And then moments later Mal called out, "Lunch is ready, boys. You wash up and come on 
down." 


Morgan snorted. "Super hearing." 


"Only a little. I heard the floorboards squeak." Alex grinned and opened the door for 
Morgan. 


Lunch had been wonderful and full of the usual idle chatter and questions between people 
who had just met. Questions about Morgan's day job and home life (which he artfully 
dodged). And then questions about Alex's parents and how they met. Which had been a good 
call on Alex's part as both Lissa and Mal seemed very happy to share that story and it filled 
most of the rest of the meal. 


An issue only arose when Morgan offered to help clear the table. Offering wasn't the 
problem, that actually had been met with praise. The issue was Lissa then insisted that Alex 
help. Alex had actually already been standing to help but after he'd gathered up a few plates 
he tried to enter the kitchen the same time Morgan was trying to leave... 


Morgan only just noticed the innocent looking sprig of mistletoe hanging in the archway, and 
stepped back quickly. Alex shot him a weird look, because there was definitely enough space 
for them to pass by each other. Morgan just pointed up. 


Alex looked up and then shot Morgan an even more confused look. So Morgan muttered, 
"Dude... It's mistletoe." 


".It's a plant." 


" That you traditionally kiss under." Morgan whispered under his breath, rolling his eyes. 
Luckily Alex was listening because Morgan watched recognition and a bit of a flush cross his 
face. 


However both Lissa and Mal watched this exchange with open curiosity as Morgan gestured 
for Alex to go through first. Great, okay damage control. Morgan thought as he stepped 
through. He smiled a bit and shrugged. "We uh... try not to be too affectionate in front of 
other people, it's more of a habit than anything." 


"Oh, I see..." Lissa said clearly, not understanding. 


Morgan gathered a few more dishes as he spoke, "It's more to do with Alex being a, uh, 
‘public figure'. We are sort of trying to stay under the radar." 


"To avoid the press?" Mal asked, he'd seen quite a lot of press about his son. Most of which 
was over the top fear mongering... most of it. And some was just wildly inaccurate 'expert' 
opinions about anything and everything to do with the S-tier villain. From powers to his 
dating life. 


"Sorta... More to avoid kidnapping." Morgan hedged, despite having already been 
kidnapped. And I wasn't even dating him. 


Both looked startled and Lissa asked, "But I thought the Accords protected loved ones from 
that sort of thing?" 


"Again, sorta. The fine print on that actually says spouse and children." 


"Really?" 


"Mhmmm. My sister just looked it up since she's getting married and wanted to know the 
exact details." 


"Oh she is?" Lissa asked. 


And Morgan did a mental little fist bump at redirecting the conversation. "Yup. The wedding 
is gonna be next fall." 


"Tell her congratulations from us. Weddings are always fun~" Lissa said. 


And then Mal asked, "Who's the lucky guy or gal?" 


Crap. "Oh, um, just a guy she met at work. His name is Dave. He's really good to her." 


"Well, good for them." 


"Yes, she's thrilled." And Morgan nodded and smiled. And escaped back into the kitchen with 
the rest of the dishes. The mistletoe had mysteriously disappeared from the little hook it had 
been on. Thank you, Alex. 


Speaking of Alex, he was at the sink rinsing plates and loading them. So Morgan handed him 
the rest of the bunch. "Crisis averted." Morgan muttered. 


"Yes, I heard..." Alex said while still washing plates, he didn't look over at Morgan but his 
friend stayed right next to him at the sink. "... | hadn't realized the Accords actually specified 
spouse." 


"Ah, yeah. It didn't really surprise me, the Accords are full of weasel wording like that. I 
know that summary on their website says 'loved ones' but it's so full of- uh, BS. But that's 
lawyers for you." Morgan sighed. Alex however still looked distracted. "You good?" 


"Hmm? Oh, yeah. I'm fine. Good catch with the mistletoe by the way." And Alex tried not to 
flush. "I hadn't even thought about it..." 


"It's cool. I probably wouldn't have thought about it either but... boundaries so." And Morgan 
shrugged before rolling up his sleeves. "Here, I can help load." 


Alex nodded and shifted so Morgan could stand on his other side and they could load dishes 
just like they've done hundreds of times since living together. It was a calming and familiar 
task for both of them. And it gave Alex a chance to recover from the bit of disorientation he'd 
felt at a plan falling apart, especially one he had realized he'd been... well, planning. 


Sure Alex had read the Accords. And yes if he took a second he could go back to the whole 
document in his mind. He'd just never paid much attention to that section before. Other than 
that it didn't count parents. And no one would have respected it in Alex's case even if it had. 
But somehow in the back of his mind he'd started to think about how the Accords might be 
able to keep Morgan safe at least from the run of the mill idiots. And something like that 
kidnapping might not have happened... But in his head that would have only worked if they 
were together, publicly. Which they weren't at all. Together, that is... 


Apparently his back brain was really struggling with his whole fake dating thing and Alex 
was going to need to watch that or he might due something even more stupid than just have a 
crush on his friend. 


And that's what this was, Alex had decided. It was just a crush. After sleeping on everything 
that had happened yesterday, Alex had determined those little itty-bitty feelings were just a 
crush. Just your run of the mill crush.... Sure it was a bit juvenile but everyone had crushes. 
It was completely normal. He just had a crush on Morgan. It was totally fine. 


Yup. 


Fine, indeed. 


Luckily, the rest of the day had gone smoothly. No more little crises or uncomfortable 
questions to dodge. And this whole fake dating thing seemed to actually be working. All 
Alex had to do was throw an arm up on the back of the sofa and Morgan nearly instinctually 
leaned into him. It was nice. And cozy. And desperately comfortable in a way Alex hadn't 
expected. After living together, they'd abandoned a lot of the usual social distancing 
behaviors, like no casual touching or staying out of each other's space. So this, cuddling on 
the sofa, was just like the next natural step, or something. 


Regardless Alex had found it very comforting and Morgan didn't seem to mind in the 
slightest. No weird feelings or awkward shifting from his friend. It... was really easy 
actually... Just to sit there with Morgan and his parents. These two little pockets of his life 
intersecting with no issue... But Alex's parents were early risers and thus early to bed, so that 
left Alex and Morgan with a little time in the evening for themselves. 


However, with the teleportation-lag Morgan at least was ready for bed. He wasn't sure if he'd 
be able to sleep though. It was a new place and that usually met an unrestful night for him 
regardless of how tired he was. But Alex reassured him it'd be fine so they headed upstairs 
soon after Alex's parents. 


Having done this dance with the one bed and the cat thing before, it didn't take them long to 
actually get ready and shut off the lights. And the bed was soft enough and Morgan was 
pretty tired. Maybe he'd actually be able to sleep... And then he felt a cat paw poking him, he 
was going to sit up and see what Alex wanted but the poke became a step. And then Alex the 
cat was walking up his stomach to lay down on his chest and curl up. Morgan snickered, 
hand automatically coming up to pet the ridiculously soft orange tabby. He purred. 


"I'm glad you're comfortable." Morgan chuckled into the darkness. 


The cat made no response but continued purring. And within a few minutes Morgan was 
sound asleep. 


But nothing was ever that simple. 


Between the curtains and the position of the window Morgan had discovered that sunlight 
would come right in through the window and hit the face of whoever was in bed. At Dawn. If 
he was at all in the mood to be awake at dawn he might have considered that this might be 
the reason his best friend was an early riser. Instead he groaned and rolled over. 


But he was unfortunately awake now. Which sucked so very much. 


And then a hand was pushing him over. "Wah?" Morgan mumbled bleary. 


" Parents. Coming upstairs to check on us." Alex whispered. " Scoot.” 


Well adrenaline was a hell of a way to start the morning. Morgan scrambled up and over so 
Alex could climb in with him. But to complete the look, Morgan flung an arm over Alex and 
dropped his head onto his chest. 


Alex froze under Morgan and the D-tier villain snorted. "Relax. Just put your arm around me 
and it'll look like we're only half awake and not faking trying to be fully asleep." 


It took Alex a few seconds to adjust but he did put his arm around Morgan. Morgan snuggled 
in more and closed his eyes, hoping his smile looked more amused than exasperated... And 
he tried not to think about how warm and comfortable laying half on top of Alex was. 


And then there was a soft knock on the door before it creaked open. "Hey boys..." hummed 
Lissa, "Just wanted to check and see if you were gonna be up soon. Breakfast is just about 
ready." 


Alex cleared his throat and hoped it would make the hoarseness sound like sleepiness rather 
than panic. "Hmmm, probably..." And he cracked an eye open to look over at her. She had a 


very very doting smile on her face. Great... "Just- extra coffee for Morgan, please." 


Morgan grunted softly in agreement and suggled in more, hand clutching at Alex's shirt. " 
please..." 


"Sure thing, sweetie. See you both downtown in a bit." And she closed the door. 


Alex waited until he could hear her heading back downstairs before he sighed. 


Morgan laughed and pushed himself up with he hand still on Alex's chest so he could peer 
down at his friend. "Seriously, dude..." 


"Uck... They're morning people." He said rubbing his free hand over his face. His other hand 
had fallen to Morgan's hip. 


"Do you think she's gonna do that every morning?" Morgan asked, still leaning over Alex. 


He peered up at Morgan from between his fingers. "... fuck. Maybe." 


Morgan laughed and patted Alex's chest. "Well I dunno about you but I'd rather not start my 
mornings with a shot of adrenaline so you're gonna have to get used to me being a cuddler 
when I sleep." And he started to pull away but Alex's hand on his hip kept him in place. 


" What?" 


"I'm a cuddler. And you're not gonna be able to do the whole cat thing. So get used to the idea 
now." Morgan replied cheerfully. 


Alex just stared up at him bewildered. "But... I'm sure we can figure something else out." He 
still hadn't let go of Morgan. 


"If you come up with something else just let me know. But that's the best solution I've got." 
And then Morgan added just to poke at his flustered friend, "Besides, you don't seem all that 
opposed to it right now." 


And Alex seemed to remember himself and he let go, "I-uh, ah. Sorry." 


Morgan just sat up the rest of the way, kneeling in bed as Alex pushed up to his elbows. "It's 
okay. But if you really don't think this is gonna work for you then I can try to help come up 
with an alternative." 


"I- Um... It's fine with me, I just didn't want to put you in an awkward situation." Alex said, 
his brain still a little frazzled. 


"I don't mind, honest. Besides, it was my idea." Morgan snorted as he shifted to get out of 
bed. "I'm gonna go shower first." He added, very ready to leave and get a chance to catch his 
breath. Despite being a cat only minutes ago, Alex still looked sleepy and rumpled and on his 
back in a nice warm bed... It had been a very very new, uh, circumstance for Morgan and 
Alex to share. Morgan leaning over Alex like that, half on top of his friend, their hands on 
each other... 


Pull yourself together, Morgan. It's fake dating. Just a little harmless fake dating. He thought 
as he gathered his things for as shower. But that breather still felt very necessary, especially if 
he didn't want Alex picking up on how he was feeling. 


"Yeah sure..." Alex muttered as Morgan gathered his toiletries. The second his friend was 
gone he flopped back down and wondered if he was going to be able to get any sleep if his 
friend really was a cuddler... Because if a second ago was any proof, Morgan would likely 
wrap around him and snuggle in. And Alex shouldn't find that nearly as appealing as he did. 


".... just had to figure out I had a crush on you now... " He sighed before finally sitting up 
when he heard the shower turn on. "It's just fake dating. It's fine." He muttered to himself as 


he gathered his clothes for the morning. He could just shower after breakfast. 
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Morgan was a cuddler. And Alex was actually a lot more fine with it than he'd been 
anticipating. That second night it had taken some getting used to on Alex's part but it'd 
been... fine. Nice, even... 


It had been delightful . 


Morgan had started on his side facing away from Alex. Which had been fine and then he'd 
fallen asleep and with an hour or so, he'd rolled over and just snuggled into Alex. Face 
pressed against his chest, nuzzling in, hand automatically coming to clutch at his shirt. Alex 
had held so still he thought he'd stopped breathing for a while. But Morgan didn't stir and he 
didn't move away again and... It was really really nice. Having Morgan so close to him- to be 
so comfortable with him that even in sleep he didn’t mind invading Alex's space. Alex had 
laid awake for several hours after that just... Appreciating the contact. No one besides his 
parents really touched him in a- a reassuring way until he'd met Morgan. Sure he got grabbed 
and thrown around in fights sometimes, but that was different. That wasn't casually intimate, 
like Morgan grabbing his arm to drag him somewhere or to throw an arm over his shoulders 
while they laughed. It... Morgan didn’t act like Alex was any different and it- it was 
comforting to know that it was apparently an unconscious thing on his part. 


At some point he had managed to fall asleep, so waking up with Morgan not just next to him 
but half on top of him, as Morgan used his chest like a pillow. That had given him a serious 
moment of pause. Alex /iked it. Liked walking up with Morgan just in his arms. It felt nice 
and warm and affectionate and... /t wasn't real. 


That thought sort of deflated him. Because it wasn't and this wasn't Morgan cuddling with 
him, this was Morgan being a cuddler in his sleep and Alex just happened to be there. It made 
his chest feel tight and tingly. So he managed to carefully extract himself from Morgan's hold 
so he could go shower and- and shake off this hurt feeling building up in his chest. 


Apparently there was a Monroe family tradition- or at least a Lissa tradition, of going into a 
major city and issuing a declaration that she, the infamous Helio, had come out of retirement 
to burn the city's Christmas tree to the ground a couple of days before Christmas. For she 
hated all things Christmas and wanted to deprive whichever city's children of ever getting 
their presents from Santa Claus. Cue her evil laugh. 


Morgan has to keep his hand over his mouth while Lissa had explained this to keep himself 
from laughing. She looked positively delighted at his clear joy. "So obviously I love 
Christmas." 


" Obviously~" Morgan giggled, and swirled the last little bit of his coffee around. 


"So I think it's my villainous duty to go convince those kiddos to really appreciate the 
holiday, you know? Like what makes a Christmas present better? Knowing that your favorite 
hero or whatever saved Christmas!" She exclaimed. "It just makes their whole day! And then 
everyone comes out the next day to take photos with the 'saved' tree and they all have a good 
time. Plus I get to go burn the pants off of any of those young Fairness Association brats who 
think I don't still got it." And she grinned as her hand suddenly caught fire and she wiggled 
the flame meaningfully before snuffing it. "It's a real win-win!" 


Morgan heard Alex snort in the other room but he just grinned at Lissa like she was the 
damned sun coming out after a gloomy day. "Lissa, ma'am, it is a genuine delight and honor 
to know you~" Morgan hummed as he rested his head on his propped up hand. 


Lissa just beamed at him and her hands fluttered about chest and hair for a second." Well , 
goodness! I know why Alex fell for you." She giggled girlishly. "You are quite the charmer. 
You hear that Mal!" Lissa called out to the other room, "Morgan here thinks my tradition is 
delightful!" 


Mal who was wandering through the dining room stepped over to plant a kiss on his wife's 
upturned face. "I never said it wasn't, sunshine~ I just said I'm too old to go with you." 


"No you're not, snowflake!" Lissa protested. 


"Tell that to my back." He laughed and squeezed her shoulders a bit, "Besides Alex is going 
with you. You two'll have lots of fun!" 


She patted his hand and kissed him again. "Yes we will." And she glanced down when she 
spotted her son, "So long as you are on your best behavior, young man." And she waggled a 
finger at Alex who had followed his father in but stayed leaning in the doorway. 


Alex held up his hands in surrender. "I promise, Ma, Eesh. Actually, burn down the tree one 
time and suddenly I'm not trustworthy." Alex complained, but he was grinning while he said 
it. 


"He's getting better at not going overboard." Morgan said, chuckling. "And he actually knows 
how to properly hold a flashlight during a break-in. We can make a proper villain out of him 
yet." 


Lissa and Mal snickered and Alex just crossed his arms and rolled his eyes. But Morgan 
could see him fighting a smile. Morgan winked at Alex before finishing the rest of his coffee. 
That did it and Alex snorted. 


"Okay, if you all are done ragging on me, we should really get going, mom." Alex said 
shaking his head. 


"You're right, you're right." She said and got to her feet, but not before she leaned over to kiss 
Morgan's cheek. "You be good and don't let Mal get into too much trouble." 


"Me? Trouble? Why, I'd never ~" Mal said with a laugh and hugged his wife. 


"I saw you looking out the window at the neighbor. Leave that man alone, he just riles you 
up. Let him be a grumpy old fart all on his own." She warned Mal. 


"Hmph. So long as he doesn't come over the property line." Mal hedged. 


Lissa shook her head, "Morgan, sweetheart. Watch him, please." She reiterated. 


"Yes, ma'am." Morgan replied with a little salute. She giggled again and then she was off to 
get her coat. 


Alex helped her into it and then offered her his arm. "Be back later." 


"Bye ! " 


"Have fun!" 


And then the pair just vanished. With Lissa gone it was noticeably a little less cheerful in the 
house and Mal sighed a bit. 


Well that won't do ...""So what's the deal with you and the neighbor?" Morgan asked 


curiously. 


[Alex just looked up at Morgan bewildered, pausing mid boot removal. "I'm sorry, what 
happened?" 


Morgan just laughed nervously and continued to pace around the small guest room, "Well 
when you and your mom were out fighting the Fairness Association together... I got talking 
with your dad and he was complaining about the neighbor. So..." And he shrugged 
helplessly, "I went down to the archives I forged some documents giving all the neighbors 
land to you dad- And now I'm in the will." He said, finally flopping his arms down to his 
sides with a little clap. 


Alex, sitting on the edge of the bed, one boot on and one his in hand just stared at Morgan. 
"... He added you to the will? " 


"Mhmm..." Morgan hummed nervously. "He's leaving me the farm..."] 


Alex just dropped his boot and rubbed at his face. "You know Morgan, /’m not even in the 
will." 


"I mean you are, technically. As his executor..." Morgan muttered while he fidgeted it. "I'm 
sorry! It just- It just happened!" 


Alex glared at his friend through his fingers, "How does forging documents down at the 
archives just happen?" 


"I- it- Look I just had an idea and then it snowballed and then I was doing it and now we are 
here!" Morgan protested, flapping his hands around a bit in distress. 


Alex just sighed and went back to tugging off his boots. They were thoroughly waterlogged 
after fighting Monsoon for the last hour, as she chased them all over the city. That fight had 
gotten out of hand quickly when 5 A-tier heroes popped up. And Alex was in disguise and 
everything. But he and his mom handled them well enough, even if she wouldn't let him off 
any of the heroes. Helio didn't kill. So he'd played by her rules and... okay so it had been 
kinda fun just slapping the heroes around while his mom taunted them. Her villain voice was 
very impressive. 


"Ugh... Well that's the last time I leave you two alone together." Alex said as he flopped 
backwards. "You two would become a menace to society." 


Morgan stepped a little closer and peered down at Alex. "... So you're not mad?" 


"Hmm? Oh, no." Alex said with a snort. "Mom might be but Dad will talk her down. He's 
probably over the moon right now because he can stick it to the neighbor the next time he 
really annoys him." 


"Okay, phew. I- I was a little startled when he said he was like... leaving me your childhood 
home and stuff." And Morgan plopped onto the bed next to him. 


"Nah, it's fine. I grew up here but... It's not really where my life is anymore." 


Morgan definitely understood that. "So... how'd the fight go?" 


Alex just grinned. 


*Cr-Pop!* 


*Pa-tink. * 


Alex swore softly under his breath as he held the little lever for the toaster in his hand. “ God 
damnit.” He’d been watching it and everything! He was gonna pop it before the bagel 
actually popped so the noise wouldn’t startle him... But he miss timed it. 


Morgan snorted loudly and then when Alex leveled an annoyed look at him, Morgan broke 
out into giggles. 


“Alex, did you break the toaster again?” Lissa called from the living room. 


“Noooo.” He lied. Then a few moments later, “Yes. I'll buy you a new one.” He grumbled as 
more laughter could now be heard from the living room. Morgan was doubled over the 
counter near his own bagel, head resting on his crossed arms as he shook with silent 
laughter. 


“This is why I have a damned toaster oven... It has a timer on it. You know, like a sensible 
appliance. ” Alex grumbled to himself as he got out his bagel. He gently but forcefully 
nudged his dying best friend out of the way so he could get to the cream cheese. 


Finally Morgan’s laughter became audible as he sunk to the floor. “ -Ha! Devourer 5 greatest 
enemy- Toaster!” Morgan wheezed from the floor. 


Alex with all the dignity he could muster ignored his friend. But after a beat he threw the 
damned broken handle at Morgan. His friend just giggled harder as it bounced off his chest, 
and Alex had to actively keep from laughing too. 


Eventually Lissa wandered in. “Alright, that’s enough you two. Alex go outside or 
something, please. I really don’t need you breaking anything else before I have to make 
Christmas dinner tomorrow.” 


Alex just sighed loudly. This was not the first time his mother had attempted to usher him out 
of the house after he accidentally broke something. He had been a lot worse at controlling his 
powers when he was in high school. “... And just what am I supposed to do outside?” 


“T don’t know, honey. You could go chop wood for your father? His back is still bothering 
him and if it's all done then he won’t need to cut more until spring.” She suggested. 


Alex grumbled and took a bite of his bagel. “‘... hmph. Fine.” 


Lissa, like a proper mother, spied Morgan standing back up, and smiled sweetly. “Morgan, 
can go with you.” 


Morgan blinked, his own bagel in hand. “... uh... It's cold out there and I’ve never chopped 
wood before.” 


Alex felt his heart fill with joy and love for his mother. To Morgan he said, his grin turning 
malicious “It’s easy, ’1l show you. Go get your coat.” 


“But... cold...” 


“Maybe think about that before you start laughing at me.” Alex said and he stepped over to 
kiss his mom on the cheek. Then he wandered into the living room, bagel in hand. “(Come 
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on. 


Morgan looked to Lissa for help but she, fighting a smile of her own, didn’t even glance in 
his direction. “...damn it.” Morgan muttered and followed after his friend. 


It really was cold. But it hadn’t snowed any more since they’d first got here. It just hasn't 
warmed up enough for any of it to melt, just get some nice compacted chunks of ice. Morgan 
knew for a fact he was going to fall on his ass at least once... and Alex probably knew that 
too, the bastard. Morgan wrapped his scarf around his neck with glove-covered hands, as he 
followed after Alex, who had just tossed on his coat not bothering to zip it up. 


“If I apologize for laughing can I go back inside?” Morgan asked, trying to suppress a shiver. 


“If you apologize are going to mean it?” Alex shot back, smirking just a bit. 


“Shit.” 


“Guess not then.” Alex laughed. 


“ Come on, Aleeex.” Morgan whined. “It’s really freaking cold out here.” 


“It's only barely below freezing.” Alex said as he led Morgan around towards the stump, 
wood pile, and shed they used for wood storage. "And it's not even windy." 


“T know! But that doesn't make it not cold!” 


Alex just snorted and shook his head as he opened up the shed and grabbed out the ax. It was 
nice and sharp, his father always made sure of it. The 'needs to be cut' pile wasn’t that large 
and honestly Alex could just snap his fingers and the whole thing would be done but he was 
never really allowed to use his powers for chores and stuff. “Okay, grab one of those big logs 
and stick in on the stump.” 


Morgan grumbled but did what Alex said. “Can’t you just... snap your fingers and do this?” 
Morgan asked as he moved the log. 


“T could, yes.” Alex said. “But it’s also broad daylight with a clear view to the neighboring 
houses. So I’d rather not use my powers.” 


“There is no way they can see us from here.” Morgan said. 


“Probably not, but I’m not gonna risk it.” Alex said with a shrug, before adding, “Besides it 
was something I used to do a lot growing up.” 


“Really?” Morgan asked as Alex lined up his swing. His nose was already starting to freeze 
and he puffed out a foggy breath. 


“Mhmm.” And then in one shift motion, Alex brought the ax over his head and then brought 
the blade down right over the middle of the log. With a * th-wack* he split the log easily. 


“My parents had me do it as practice to control my powers. Split the log not the stump. Don’t 
make a crater. That sort of stuff.” 


Morgan really should have been listening to Alex. But something about Alex, world class 
super villain, three piece suit wearing badass, holding an ax and talking about how to split 
wood... was seriously distracting. And then he split the damn thing in one easy swing and 
Morgan forgot he was cold. Fuck- fuck- fuck! Why is that so hot! That’s not even remotely 
fair!! 


“Uh... I guess that makes sense.” Morgan finally managed, while Alex picked up a half and 
set it back on to the stump. “... we just kinda bullied each other to learn how our powers 
worked. I mean we had tutors sorta but...” And he shrugged. “Only child problems.” 


Morgan's words caught Alex mid-swing. His heart clenched a bit and Alex split the half log 
but the blade dug quite a bit into the stump. “... ha, right.” 


Morgan raised his brows at his friends very clearly off reaction. But Alex just picked up the 
other half and split it too. “... so do you just want me to ignore your weird reaction or what?” 


Alex just grimaced a little, Christmas would sometimes remind him of stuff he’d really rather 
not talk about. “Hand me the next log, will you?” 


Morgan complied but he still waited for his friend to respond. Alex didn’t speak again until 
after he’d split this log too. His breath was making small clouds of fog in the cold air. “... it’s 
complicated.” 


“Yeah I sorta figured that, given the whole long pause.” Morgan said, but he bent to pick up a 
half and put it back into place. If he was really gonna be out here in the damned cold he 
might as well help. 


“Thanks...” But Alex just sighed and rested the ax across his shoulder. “It's... just not 
something anyone really knows about.” 


“T mean I guess that makes sense, you don’t have to talk about this if you don’t want to, 
dude.” 


“I... no I mean it's something I... removed from history.” 


Morgan blinked at Alex. “I’m sorry, you what now?” 


Alex sighed and rubbed at his neck. “Like I said it’s complicated.” He lined up his next swing 
and split the half piece. Morgan placed the next one on the stump. 


“.. do you want to talk about this?” Morgan asked, “Because if it’s something so- so... big 
you removed it from reality or whatever, I don’t know if you should tell me.” 


“T trust you.” And he did. He trusted Morgan with his life ten times over. And suddenly he 
just really wanted to trust Morgan with this too. To tell him all of it. So... so he’d know. 
Could know what Alex’s childhood had really been like. 


Morgan grimaced a bit, “Yeah, I don’t know if that’s a good enough reason.” 


Alex snorted and split the half log. “Says the guy who would rather be beaten to death than 
snitch on me.” 


“Touche... But still if you don’t want to talk about this, you don’t have to.” And Morgan 
added another log to the stump. 


“T... never really have. Some of this even my parents don’t know anymore.” 


“aude.” 


“Yeah...” And Alex split the log. The * th-wack* hung in the air for a bit, before Alex finally 
said, “Are you sure you want to know this?" And he looked over at his friend seriously. 
"It's... It's dark. Really dark , Morgan." 


"I..." And Morgan paused to really think about it. This was something A/ex thought was 
dark. That the S-tier villain felt the need to warn him about... But it's his life... It's part of 
what made him into who he is. "Yes. I... I want to know you." 


Now it was Alex who had to take a moment because... No one but Morgan had ever wanted 
to know anything about him unless it could be used for leverage. People didn't want to know 
Alex, they wanted to know the Devourer. But Morgan was different. He was always different 


"Okay..." And Alex took a deep breath before letting it out slowly. "I had a brother... His 
name was Jacob. He was killed by a hero when he was two.” 


Morgan just let out a slow breath, “...fuck.” 


“Yeah. I hadn’t been born yet. I- I never really knew him but it- My parents didn’t take it well 
from what I know now. The official story was it had been an accident and they got a huge 
settlement, out of court, from the Fairness Association and moved out here to have me.” 


Morgan picked up one of the half logs and set it down, “The official story?” 


“Yup.” And he split the log. “Now this is the complicated bit. Do you know how there are, 
like rumors and conspiracy theories that the FA has like a hero on staff who can see the future 
or is like an oracle?” 


‘“Yeaaaah...?” 


“Well they weren’t rumors back then. They are now... I when I was 18 I... fucked with 
reality I guess it the best way to put it. Heh, it was the first time I almost killed myself trying 


using one of my powers...” 


“What did you do?” Morgan asked as he set up the next log. His hands had gone numb but 
that was far less important at the moment. 


“Several things... But the two major things I did was strip humanity from ever having the 
ability to see the future. No one did, can, or ever will be able to predict the future again. 
Humanity doesn’t deserve that kind of power.” Alex said darkly. 


* Th-wack * The ax blade was buried pretty deep into the stump. With a twist Alex freed it 
again. 


“Jesus... Can you still?” 


Alex sighed. “Technically, I could undo it and give myself the power but I don't want it 
either... It’s too awful. But everyone who had had those powers are now just like really 
lucky, or they had visions from god or whatever. They still exist. I just... took their power 
and their memories of it... But the Fairness Association oracle, I killed... I ripped her fucking 
molecules apart.” The ax handle creaked under the strain of Alex’s grip. He took a steadying 
breath and forcibly relaxed his hands and clenched his jaw. 


Morgan nodded and added another half log to the stump. * Th-wack * “... what was the other 
thing?” 


“Oh... I killed Alex Monroe.” 


Morgan just leveled a look at Alex. “Explain.” 


Alex laughed a bit. “I’m still me, but the person people remember as Alex Monroe is dead. 
He was killed just after he graduated high school. All the pictures of me from highschool or 
grade school or anyone’s photo album but my parents’ have a person who looks sorta like me 
but clearly isn’t. They all remember that Alex too. Not me.” 


“Well shit... isn’t that... like overkill?” 


“Tt might have been but at the time I thought it was necessary... I almost...” But he trailed 
off, eyes glancing back towards the house. Something very sad... very /onely filled his 
expression and when Morgan stepped over to put a hand on his arm he jumped a little. 


“You sure you’re okay talking about this, dude?” 


“No...” And Alex dragged his fingers through his hair and let out a long sigh, filling the air 
with fog. “But... I also- I guess I want you to know. I- I want someone to know, and now that 
I’m talking about it that feels really important.” 


“Okay... But if you need a break or change your mind just let me know.” 


“Maybe... maybe we could go for a walk? Just out around the pasture?” Alex said, suddenly 
feeling much too near the house to finish the conversation. 


“Sure.” Morgan said and Alex set the ax down that the pair started crunching over the icy 
compacted snow. Morgan suppressed a shiver and tried to warm up his hands a little. The one 
that had been digging into the snow to grab the logs was decidedly more cold and Morgan 
lifted his hand to his mouth to try and warm it up that way. 


Alex glanced at Morgan and just shook his head. “Take off your glove and give me your 
hand.” 


Morgan hesitated for a second and gave Alex a sideways glance. His friend just offered him 
his hand and wiggled his fingers. Morgan pulled off his damp glove and put his hand in 
Alex’s. His hand felt like a warm mug and it left Morgan’s fingers tingling painfully. “ Jesus , 
your fingers really are cold.” Alex said. 


“Yes, I know .” Morgan grumbled. “I said it was cold out.” 


“Tt’s not that cold... Maybe you need to get your circulation checked.” Alex said before 
stuffing both their hands into his fleece lined pocket. 


Morgan was glad his face couldn’t flush any further as this move pulled them even closer 
together. They walked in silence for a little bit more before Alex started up again. 


“What I had been going to say earlier was that I almost made my parents think I was dead 
too...” 


“Oh.” 


“Yup.” 


“But you didn’t.” 


“No, I... I just couldn’t do that to them again. I... I don’t think my mom would have been 
able to live with the grief. So she and my dad- oh, and my cousin all know still. They don’t 
know about the 'oracle'- 'seeing the future' thing, though.” Alex explained. 


“Why did you get rid of that power? Besides, the whole 'humanity doesn’t deserve it' 
thing...” 


“Ah, right. I was circling back around. My brother... Like I said it wasn’t an accident. A hero 
killed him in his crib because of a prophecy- foresight- prediction for the future, whatever 
you want to call it that the FA oracle had made. I’m paraphrasing here but she basically said 
‘The greatest villain the world would ever know would be born to fire and ice.’” 


“Oh... oh shit.” 


“Mhmm. So it was this big thing. The Fairness Association started this huge campaign to try 
and find said child and keep them from going down that path or some bullshit. But not 
everyone agreed. Some heroes-” And he said the word like it was a curse, “Thought it would 
just be safer for humanity to just kill this villain before it was too late.” 


**.. 80 Jacob.” Morgan whispered, horrified. 


“So Jacob.” Alex confirmed, his jaw clenching a bit to keep the rawest of emotions at bay. 
“The prophecy thing had only been around for like 2 months-ish but some obsessive nut job 
had worked it out that it must have been my parents and assumed that Jacob would become 
this threat. So... he snuck into their house in the middle of the night and- and killed Jacob.... 
My- my mom burned the house down in her grief ans my dad turned the hero to ice from the 
inside out.” 


“But... it wasn’t Jacob.” Morgan said softly, looking over at Alex. 


“ No... it wasn't.” He whispered and held Morgan’s gaze. “My mom had been 2 months 
pregnant with me. She didn’t know at the time, no one did.” 


The pair just slowed to a stop and Morgan looked up at Alex, grief stricken. “I- god- Alex... 
I’m so sorry.” 


Alex just tried to shrug it off, but he wouldn't meet Morgan's eyes. “Every villain needs an 
origin story, right?” Morgan could feel Alex's hand shaking in his pocket. 


“Alex...” Morgan just said and his friend finally looked at him. That one look contained a 
world of grief and guilt and sorrow. It was something Alex had chosen to burden himself 
with- isolate himself with. To just bare this breathtakingly tragic knowledge alone. All alone. 
He's always, always alone. Morgan just pulled his hand free of Alex’s pocket and threw his 
arms around his friend in a hug. 


Alex nearly mettled into that hug. He shuddered and shivered and tried desperately to not 
break down. He... He had been carrying this around for- for close to 8 years now. No one 
knew, not after what he did. It was just like a lump inside his heart- it and everything else that 


had happened to him. He had thought he had gotten over it- thought he was fine. He hardly 
thought about it anymore but... But god it was good to know that someone else knew. 
Someone else knew just how fucked up everything had been, just how badly it had hurt Alex 
when he’d found out. So finally have someone to talk to about this. 


“T’m so sorry.” Morgan whispered as Alex’s head dropped to his shoulder. His gloveless 
hand petted gently through his friend's hair as Alex just hung on to him. And Morgan just 
held him up. That was what he needed. He needed someone to just carry this burden with 
him- to be able to keep it from dropping him to his knees as the grief came back in fresh 
waves. Humans were just like that sometimes... fine with a tragedy one minute and shaking 
under the weight of it the next. 


Eventually when Alex was certain he was no longer at risk of crying he finally pulled back. 
Morgan reluctantly let him go. Alex swiped a hand over his face, there weren't any tears but 
he just wanted to be sure. “- Sorry , I-” 


“Don’t.” Morgan interrupted, hands still clutching Alex’s coat sleeves. “Don’t apologize... 
You have seen me at my worst god knows how many times... Don’t apologize for needing to 
take a moment for yourself...” 


“.. then, thank you.” Alex said, his voice a little raw despite not crying. “For listening... I 
just- I didn’t realize how badly I needed to talk about that until I’d started...” 


“Yeah that’s... it’s one seriously fucked up thing to keep bottled up for so long.” 


“Fuck... that’s such an understatement.” Alex said, rubbing at his face. Morgan was still 
standing close to him, still in his space. And Alex never wanted him to go... so he took a 
little step back so they could keep walking. 


“How- how much do your parents... remember, I guess?” 


“They just think Jacob’s death was an accident. They don’t know about the prophecy or 
anything anymore.” 


“And that you changed reality?” 


“Yes.” Alex said, “They know that the world thinks their son is dead. The neighbors all think 
I’m their nephew.” 


“Ah... That would have been a really good for me to have known earlier, if and when any of 
them ever came over... Oh- I... Wait, is that why you’re not in their will?” 


Alex just pursed his lips and nodded. 


“Oh...” Morgan hummed softly, he made to stick his hands back into his pockets for his 
glove as the started to round the last corner on the way back towards the little farm house on 
the hill. But Alex just offered him his hand again. And Morgan took it. “So... They moved 
out here to protect you.” 


“Basically, yes.” 


**.. Did it work?” 


“For a while.” 


Which Morgan interpreted as ‘Not well enough.’ There was more to this, clearly but Alex 
seemed to have vented all that he wanted to so Morgan didn’t press. Alex will tell me when 
he’s ready. He always does. 


They stayed handed in hand as they approached the little wood shed again. And now that 
Morgan’s fingers weren't so numb he realized just how comfortably his hand fit in Alex’s... 
and that his friend had calluses. Morgan was a little horrified to think about what exactly his 
friend must have done in order to get them despite his healing factor. Alex lived a very 
dangerous life. 


Alex just took one look at the pile and then glanced around. When he didn’t see anyone in the 
window’s he just snapped his fingers and all the wood was cut into nice even chunks. Then 
he flicked his fingers at them and the split pieces began to move on their own to stack 
themselves in the pile nice and neatly. Even the ax floated back into the shed on its own. 
“There. Chores done.” And on an aside to Morgan he said, “I wasn’t allowed to use my 
powers for like, any of my chores.” 


Morgan snorted, “Same. What’s with parents and that rule? It’s so unfair. I know for a fact 
my dad would just stretch his arms over with the vacuum cleaner instead of walking over 
there.” 


“The hypocrisy of it all.” Alex said with a chuckle and led Morgan back up to the house, still 
hand in hand. 


Chapter End Notes 


It's official... I need to start a second google doc for this fic because google gets mad 
when your doc is longer than 100 pages... oops. 


Chapter 12 


Chapter Notes 


I split this chapter in half because it ended up with a lot more fluff than I expected, lol. 


Just know where there is fluff... there will be angst. 


After helping Lissa and Mal with the Christmas morning cinnamon roll prep and clean up, 
Morgan and Alex found themselves with a few hours to themselves. Mostly that meant both 
playing on their phones but even after Alex's parents went up stairs they stayed curled up on 
the sofa together. After the conversation they'd had this morning Morgan had tried to go out 
of his way to be... more present for his friend, and to make sure he didn't say anything that 
might upset the little family. But everything had gone smoothly and Alex had ordered a new 
toaster as promised. 


But... Morgan really should sit up. He should move away from Alex. He shouldn't stay 
practically laying across his friend's lap. But Alex had his arm around Morgan and Morgan 
had his feet tucked up under a blanket and he was warm and he'd have to basically climb over 
Alex who was lounging diagonally on the sofa to get up. 


And it felt nice. 


Really really nice. 


He hadn't been just held like this in ages, not since his last semi long-term relationship, what? 
Two and a half years ago? He missed this. A lot apparently. Being with someone, being held 
and affectionate and comfortable with being touched... It always took time for Morgan to get 
comfortable having someone in his space or touching him casually. He'd gotten over that 
hurdle with Alex a couple of years ago, and it was something Alex had needed to cope with 
too. Morgan could remember the first few times he'd just grabbed Alex to go do something. 
He'd looked bewildered and unsure and then he'd just been happy about it. Endearing. 
Morgan assumed. He'd found my antics endearing. And Morgan felt a little flutter in his belly 
at that thought. It was the butterfly kind. It was the scary 'this might be something ' kind. 


Morgan ignored it and tried to focus back on his phone game. He didn't need or want to try 
and unpack any of that right now. Not while actively cuddling with someone he was only 
pretending to be involved with. But before he could start the next round his phone began to 
vibrate and the notification window dropped down saying "Peony Calling..." 


Morgan started to sit up and Alex let him, but his friend shot him a curious look as he 
answered the phone. "Hey?" 


"Merry Christmas!!" Peony cheered into the phone. 


Morgan relaxed but continued to extract himself from the little nest he'd made on the sofa 
with Alex. "Merry Christmas, Peony~" 


Alex relaxed too as he clued in to what the phone call was about. Morgan wandered off 
towards the door and Alex tilted his head at his friend raising his brows. 


"Haha! It's good to hear your voice~" Peony giggled. 


"It's good to hear yours too. How tipsy are you?" Morgan asked on a laugh as he slipped his 
feet back into his boots. 


"I'm not tipsy!" Then there was a pause and a muffled voice and then Peony sighed. "Dave 
said I should say very. But he's wrong ." She said, clearly talking to someone else. 


Morgan tilted his phone away from his mouth and whispered to Alex. "She's drunk. This 
might take awhile and I don't want to wake anyone up." And he pointed towards the ceiling. 


Alex nodded, "Okay, but put my coat on over yours, the wind's picked up a bit." 


Morgan grimaced at the door but did as Alex suggested. Tugging first his coat on and then 
Alex's larger one over top while still listening to his sister drunkenly argue with Dave. It 


involved a lot of giggling. Morgan just rolled his eyes. Well I needed to sneak off and get 
Alex's and his parents' Christmas presents anyways... Morgan thought as he slipped out onto 
the porch. It was friggin cold. But with the two extra layers it wasn't... terrible. And he 
stuffed his free hand into his pocket- well into Alex's coat pocket. It was very warm and soft. 
And it reminded Morgan of this morning's handholding misadventure. And my face is only 
warm now because of the cold... He insisted to himself. 


"-Babe! Just stop and talk to your brother!" Morgan heard Dave say and Peony seemed to 
remember that she was on the phone. "Ah! Right... Sorry Morgan." 


"It's okay, it sounds like you two are having a good time." 


"We are! We went to see mom and dad today and we're going to visit Dave's mom, Amanda, 
tomorrow." 


"That sounds like fun... So how are mom and dad?" 


"Oh, they're good. Kinda miffed at Alex but they're fine." She waved it off. 


"Alex? Like Alex Alex? Or someone else?" Morgan asked, confusion evident in his tone as 
he stopped walking. 


"No, you're Alex. He just ruined like 4 months of planning for the transportation of a large 
volume of high grade Determinium to a secure facility for new gear manufacturing." She said 
with a sigh. 


Morgan didn't really know what to say. "Uh... better luck next time?" 


Peony laughed right into the mic and Morgan jerked the phone away from his ear for a 
second. "HA! You're not even a little sorry are you?" 


"... [mean not really. Villains. " 


"Villains, I know. I know." She echoed. A lot of their conversations changed directions with 
that reminder, but neither party minded too much. Peony didn't ask about what he did and he 
didn't ask about what her plans were. They only talked about past stuff, and only the things 
Morgan had been caught doing. She let out a crackly sigh. "So... are you gonna be home to 
see mom and dad tomorrow?" 


" 


Morgan sighed too. "... no. 


"Yeah I kinda figured... They are gonna be upset if you don't call at least." 


"So." Morgan muttered but Peony didn't say anything. Morgan kicked at the snow a little. 
"I'm not obligated to talk to them just because it's a holiday. I'm not obligated to do any of 
this." 


"I know... I Anow... If they called, would you answer? If they put in the effort in first?" 
Peony asked gently. 


"I... I don't know. I... I've been having a really good time and I just... don't want to be 
dragged down by their- their- ...willful ignorance. " Morgan finally decided on. 


"I know... They mean well- And I know what you're going to say. I don't need to excuse their 
behavior. And I'm not trying to... I just..." 


"You love them." Morgan hummed, "I understand." 


"And... you don't?" She asked quietly. 


"It's... complicated..." Especially now . Especially after seeing just how wonderful and 
accepting and caring a family could be, it was hard not to feel bitter about what his family 


was like. He just didn't know until now how much better he could have had it. "I love them... 
just not all of them, all the time." 


"I'm glad you're being honest about how you feel... I know this is the hardest on you. Truce 
Night, having to deal with us in your life again, all of it... You didn't ask for this." 


"I didn't, but... I missed you. And I- I wanted to see if this could really work. To see if... I 
don't know, to see if change really was possible?" And he shrugged. 


"It is ." Peony insisted, but then Morgan heard some rustling and a voice talking and then 
Peony saying something before humming an ‘I love you.’ to the other voice. 


"What's up?" 


"Oh, Dave got up to get ready for bed... Buuuut~ since he's gone, how have you been 
enjoying Antarctica?" She asked a hint of something mischievous in her tone. 


Morgan's eyes narrowed a bit. "Who said I was in Antarctica? I'm just on vacation." 
g y J 


"Yeah, to go hangout in Alex's new lair." She laughed. 


"I'm not in Antarctica." Morgan replied firmly. 


"Oh? Then pray tell what have you been up to?" 


"Villain things." Playing video games, planning a heist, and training... in Antarctica. 


Peony snorted. " Please . Your messages all have like, wildly different times on them so 
either you're in a secret base that's scrambling your signal or you're teleporting all over the 


place. Regardless, that means Alex ." 


"Who says J don't have a cool secret base that's bouncing my messages all over the world 
before delivering them?" Morgan grumbled and kicked at the ice. 


"Do you?" 


Peony just snickered. "It's fi1iiine. I'm not gonna narc you out to mom." 


Morgan winced a little. Saying his mom would be pissed to find out he's been living with 
Alex in his lair for the last several months would be a significant understatement. "Thanks." 


"Mhmm-~ So how is Alex? Are you guys... doing Christmas stuff or nah?" 


"He's good and... yeah, we are." Morgan replied a little hesitantly not sure what Peony would 
think of that. 


"... Are you hanging out with his parents?" She asked after a beat. When Morgan didn't reply 
and Peony eventually asked, "Are they nice?" 


"... They're... great." And he felt guilty for saying it, but it was true. Lissa and Mal were 
wonderful and welcoming and... felt like family. 


"Then good. I'm glad. You deserve to be happy, Morgan." Peony said firmly. 


"Why does everyone keep saying that?" 


"Because we love you and we don't want you to spend the rest of your life feeling like you 
don't have value." 


Morgan had to take a moment to reorder his thoughts. Because yes, Peony did love him, no 
question. But the only other person who'd said that to Morgan was Alex and- and Alex didn't 
love him. He cared about Morgan, sure. But love? No way. Even just platonic love was 
pushing it. But eventually he said, "... you sound like a therapist." 


Peony snorted, "Good. That means the therapy is working. Speaking of therapy..." 


"No,” He sighed. “I haven't gone. I'm not counting it out, or anything... I just haven't been 
looking." Morgan muttered. 


"It's hard to get your head around it and honestly it's kinda frightening the first time you go 
but it does help. I promise. " 


"I know, I know... I'm just..." 


"Not done being stubborn yet, I know." She chuckled. 


"Rude." Morgan laughed. 


"Am I wrong?" 


"No " 


"Ha haha ha ha!" Peony taunted. "But seriously, give it a shot when you're done kicking on 
your way down." 


"Yeah, yeah..." Morgan grumbled. 


There was a pause as Peony moved around a bit and then a sigh over the phone. "...soooo... I 
have another question." 


Morgan's little sister danger sense went on high alert. Nothing good came from her sounding 
like that . He narrowed his eyes, "... what about?" 


It was silent for quite a while before she said, "... So are you gonna tell him or are you still in 
denial?" 


Morgan stopped walking as his heart leapt into his throat for- for no good reason. But he'd 
had lots of practice keeping his voice level and calm even under the worst circumstances. "... 
tell who what?" 


"Tell him that you're in love with him." 


Morgan stopped breathing. Alex. 


"And if a name didn't just pop into your head then either you're lying or still in denial." 


Shit- Shit- Shit- No! No I don't- I'm not- I can't be- 


"If it's the latter one," Peony went on, "Then we can just change subjects because you'll go all 
muleish on me if I push... But if it's the first one..." She trailed off meaningfully. 


"I... I don't know what you're talking about." Morgan said flatly. 


Peony just sighed. "Oh well... So how's the ever reliable Maggie doing?" She said changing 
the subject as promised. 


But that didn't stop the panic from continuing to rise in his chest. Because that's what this 
was. It was absolutely panic. Because he could not be in love with Alex. In lust? Yes, fine, 
but he knew that already. He was ignoring it, mostly. But still that's all this was. This- these 
feelings were just lust and the weirdness from fake dating. That's it... right? 


Right!? 


. right? 


Oh... oh fuck . 


"-Earth to Morgan?" Peony said again. 


"... 1... Sorry, what...?” 


“T asked how Maggie was-" But she didn’t manage to finish re-asking her question. 


“What if a name did pop into my head but it scares the hell out of me?!" Morgan suddenly 
blurted out interrupting his sister. It was half on purpose and half just him verbalizing his 
panic. Besides that, Peony was basically the only person Morgan ever talked to about his love 
life. Even back in high school he'd gone to Peony just to talk. She was the first person he'd 
told that he was bi. Once he'd turned 18 he'd managed to get in touch with her again, text 
only for a while but still they'd ended up on his love life sometimes. And Peony had managed 
to talk him out of several bad relationships before he got hurt any further. And she’d grieved- 
ish with him when his last one ended with the other villain's death, thank god. That one had 
been a shitty off again and on again thing that Morgan had been struggling to stay out of. The 
guy had been more than a little obsessed and got nasty when Morgan tried to set boundaries. 
Then he'd apologize, rinse and repeat. 


But Peony had been there for him. It had been the first time he'd actually seen her in like 7ish 
years. She'd showed up when he asked. No questions. She just drove out to the city and... 
stayed with him. After that they’d started meeting regularly for like, lunch or brunch once a 
week... And then their parents had caught wind. After the dust had settled from that whole 
fiasco, 'Truce Nights' became a thing. But Peony was still there for him. And he was there for 
her too. She'd never give him, like actual names of the people she dated just so Morgan 
wouldn't stalk them, but still she talked about her love life. Retrospectively, Morgan had 
figured out that "The Soldier" she'd been gushing about for the last two years had been Dave. 


But Morgan just held his breath and waited for her to say something. What he got was a high 
pitched squeal instead. "EEEEEEEE!" 


Morgan jerked the phone away from his ear, "Fuck- Peony! My ears!" 


"-orry. I didn't mean to yell- but- but Morgan!" 


Morgan grimaced at her enthusiasm. "Did you miss the part where I said it 'scared the hell out 
of me'?" And Morgan couldn't help it, he instinctively looked around just to make sure he 
was really alone out here. There was no one outside with him and the house was a good bit 
aways by now. But still... super hearing... Morgan turned back and continued to walk further 
down the drive. 


"I'm sorry- I know- I just... I was right! Okay- okay, I'm done." And she took a deep breath. 
"Okay... why does it scare you?" 


"Because! Because I don't want be in-" But the word 'love' caught in his throat. "-I didn't 
want to catch feelings ." 


"Catch feelings'? What are you in high school?" 


"If you aren't going to listen then I'm just gonna hang up." Morgan threatened. 


"Don't hang up! Don't hang up! ...okay so you're afraid because you didn't want to catch 
feelings... why is that bad?" 


"Because!" And he just sighed and rubbed a hand over his face and realized how numb his 
fingers holding the phone were so he swapped hands. "Because..." He repeated more quietly. 
"... it'll ruin everything." 


"What? Why would it ruin anything??" 


"Because... we're just friends, P. Because that's... all we are ever gonna be. So this-" And he 
tugged on the jacket over his heart. Alex's jacket. "This is just gonna cause problems. It's 
going to make things awkward- And- And I don't even know if it's real- or if- If it's just 
because I haven't dated anyone in a while. Or because I'm getting my wires all crossed or 
something..." 


"... Do you really think that? That being in love will ruin everything?" 


" Yes." 


"You know that you can be friends with someone and in love with them at the same time, 
right? In fact, it's so much better, because you get to just be in love. You don't have to learn 
about them, you just get to learn the new relationship stuff. Morgan, it's wonderful. " Peony 
said gently. 


" For you... You're already happy, P. You're in love and... loved back. You're all drunk on 
wedding plans and it's skewing your world view. Everything isn’t all sunshine and roses for 
the rest of us." 


"Oooh..." Was all she said. 


"Oh what?" 


"You... You don't see it, do you? " And a bit of a grin started to creep into her words. 


Morgan damn near growled into the phone, " See what, Peony." 


"Oh you're such an idiot." She giggled. When Morgan just snarled she laughed. "Morgan~ I 
saw the way he looks at you." 


The venomous words he'd been about to spit into the receiver died on his tongue. "... excuse 
me?" 


"I've seen the way he Jooks at you, Morgan. You are most certainly loved back." 


Morgan's stomach did a few terrible little flips. "... What- what are you talking about? And- 
and how do you- you even know we are talking about the same person?" 


"Pu-lease, Morgan. I'm drunk, not stupid . And! If I just tell you what I mean you won't 
believe me. So I'm just gonna leave you with two pieces of wisdom instead. First, does he go 
out of his way to do things the way he does for you for anybody else? And second, if you had 
the same feelings you do right now for someone besides him, would you even hesitate ?" 


"But- what- Wait! Peony what the hell does that mean!" Morgan spluttered. 


"Figure it out for yourself, dummy! I love you lots! Merry Christmas! Go to therapy!" Peony 
spoke over Morgan's demands for more information and then she hung up. 


"Wait- No!" But he was shouting at no one. 


What the hell does that mean... And what- what does she see that I don't? And what the fuck 
am I supposed to do now!! 


Morgan floundered at the end of the drive and stomped around kicking at the snow. When 
one of his angry turns almost left him falling on his ass because of the ice he stopped 
stomping around to just fume in the cold silence. 


It was no help. 


"... fuck ." 


He rubbed his hands over his face and sighed loudly before resigning himself to his new life 
of cryptic messages from his kid sister and... whatever the hell these ‘not feelings’ were. But 
he also needed to get his presents... So after scanning his surroundings again and finding 
himself alone, he reached out with one hand and used his actual power. 


Alex looked up as the door opened up and a stack of boxes came in along with Morgan. 
Three boxes to be exact. Two were relatively large and the third was smaller in comparison, 
and each one was elegantly wrapped in shiny Christmas wrapping paper with big sparkle 
bows. "... what the hell?" 


"Ho ho ho." Morgan replied with a grunt as he struggled not to drop them. He hurried to the 
tree and set them down, as Alex sat up on the sofa. "Phew..." 


"What... where did you get those?" Alex demanded, wide eyed. 


"Santa. He landed down on the road and I said I'd bring them in for him." Morgan replied 
with an absolutely straight face. 


".. What the fuck?" 


Morgan just beamed at Alex. "Okay. Well, I'm beat. I'm gonna go to bed." And he turned 
from the stunned S-tier villain and headed for the stairs. The second he heard Alex start 
moving on the sofa, Morgan sprinted up the stairs quietly cackling. Tomorrow morning was 
going to be fun~ 


Chapter 13 


Chapter Notes 


Okay! Here is the last part to Christmas! Enjoy the fluff while you have it because the 
next chapter won't be nearly so happy~ 


See the end of the chapter for more notes 


Alex tried to demand answers from Morgan the entire time they got ready for bed. Morgan 
insisted 1t was Santa the whole time and finally Alex had had to drop it when they got into 
bed. Or well Morgan just snuggled into him with a sigh and a murmur of 'Merry Christmas' 
and Alex's brain had to do a full system reset before he could manage coherent sentences 
again. But by then Morgan was already asleep, so... he resigned himself to just... wait. Like 
he was a kid again and wanted to desperately know what he'd gotten for Christmas. He found 
that... more than a little remarkable. That Morgan could surprise him like this, that he always 
seemed to be able to surprise Alex. Eventually, Alex fell asleep too, anticipation and fondness 
swirling through his thoughts in equal parts. 


Lissa and Mal, though equally surprised by the three new presents, were delighted by 
Morgan's answer of 'Santa Claus' while they sat down for breakfast. Alex still wanted to 
choke answers out of his best friend, but even he had to admit it was more than a little fun to 
have a genuine surprise on Christmas again. But he could only stand the uncertainty for the 
duration of breakfast. 


Once everyone was done eating the very spectacular cinnamon rolls that had been made the 
night before, Alex said "Okay. Now presents." He stood up after Morgan finished his last 
bite. 


"But the dishes and clean up-" Lissa said laughing as she stood up with her plate. 


Alex snapped his fingers and suddenly the table was cleared, the dishes were clean and 
Morgan's cup had more coffee in it." Presents ." He almost growled as he steered his mother 
into the living room. 


Morgan didn't even bother trying to hide his grin. "Thanks~" He snickered and lifted his cup 
in acknowledgement. Alex did growl at him. And Morgan laughed. Mal just rolled his eyes 
as he wandered out of the now clean kitchen. 


"Has he always been like this with Christmas presents?" Morgan asked, still grinning as he 
stood up from the table. 


" Yes." Mal snorted. "He hates waiting." 


"Yes, I gathered that." Morgan laughed. 


"I'm actually very surprised he made it through breakfast~" Lissa giggled as Alex started 
handing out the presents. There weren't many, just two per person. 


Mal joined his wife on the loveset next to his own stack of presents laughing as he pressed a 
kiss to her temple. 


Alex just pointed where Morgan was supposed to sit and Morgan rolled his eyes but 
complied, crossing his legs up on the sofa while he sat. He was surprised to see two boxes 
piled up on the sofa next to him with his name on them. "Oh? You guys didn't have to get me 
anything. This was so short notice..." Morgan said, looking over at the other couple. 


"Hmm, well if you had time to meet Santa, so did we." Mal said with a wink. Lissa just 
beamed. 


Morgan's heart clenched a bit at the overwhelming amount of parental love that filled the 
little room. It... was everything he'd ever wanted and everything he'd thought was 
unattainable for nearly a decade. His chest filled with guilt and fear, but he pushed both 
down. He could be afraid that it wasn't real later. He could feel guilty that he- he probably 
loved Lissa and Mal more than his own parents even if he'd only just met them, later too. He 
just- fuck he just wanted to be happy . It was Christmas, for crying out loud. He could just 
have today, right? Have all of it. He could feel like he belonged and was loved and... had a 
crush, and all of it. He could pretend that everything was real and fine and just ignore the test 
of the world. He could do that just for today, right? 


"I- thank you ." He managed after a beat, his voice a little rawer than intended. He had to 
clear his throat a bit and took another sip of coffee to just give him a second to collect himself 
again. 


"Of course, honey~ You’re family too." Lissa said. 


"Yeah, and even if you decide to dump Alex, you'll always be welcome here." Mal added 
cheerfully. 


"Hey!" Alex complained from where he was sitting on the floor just in front of Morgan. He 
had felt a tangle of emotions roll through Morgan just a second ago. But the love and 
acceptance and comfort that had won out in Morgan's heart bloomed in Alex’s chest along 
with the love and affection he felt for his parents. They didn’t have to do this, to get Morgan 
a present. But they did, and they made it something they knew he’d love even though they’d 
only just met him. Alex hadn’t told them anything about Morgan’s home life and clearly 
Morgan didn’t want to talk about it either but... Still his parents made the effort to love and 
care for Morgan like he really was family. And they truly meant that when they said it. 
Morgan was family now. 


"Well~ I have no intention of breaking up with him anytime soon, but thank you for the 
heartfelt invitation." Morgan laughed and brushed a hand over the back of Alex's head for a 
second. He let his fingers comb through Alex's hair before resting his hand on the nape of his 
neck. 


It was- it was a reflex. It was just what he thought he should do to comfort Alex, to reassure 
him. And then he felt Alex shiver under his touch... Morgan hoped to high hell that he didn't 
actually flush. But he didn't jerk his hand away either, he let his touch linger like it should. 
Likete-wanteditto—And then he went back to holding his mug with both hands. That was 
the second time in as many days that he’d petted Alex like that. Except his fingers weren’t 
numb this time and Alex’s hair really was as thick and soft as it always looked. Please let my 
smile look normal and not panicked. 


Alex however was not keeping his cool nearly so well. At first Morgan's words had sent a 
pleased swirl of butterflies through his stomach, even if he damn well knew they weren’t 
actually dating in the first place. But what he hadn't expected was Morgan's touch. Just a little 


brush of his fingers through Alex’s hair, Morgan’s nails scraped ever so lightly over his 
scalp... Alex wanted to crawl into Morgan's lap and ask him to do it again. A shiver rolled 
slowly down his spine and all the little hairs on his arms lifted too... Then just that little last 
lingering touch on the back of his neck... Alex couldn't even think of a word, not in any 
language, that could describe just how good that had felt. 


"So... time for presents?" Lissa said, deciding graciously to not comment on either her son's 
expression of rapture or Morgan's too casual smile. 


Alex blinked, "What...? Oh right! Presents." And he shook off the very pleasant haze that 
had settled in his brain. 


“You kids open our’s first.” Mal said and gestured for them to start unwrapping. Then second 
both young men had their eyes down he sent Lissa a look. Those two... 


She patted his leg a little and her eyes twinkled with mischief. ... have so been lying to us~ 
But Lissa settled back into Mal a little bit more, gaze drifted back to watching the two 
delighted faces across from them. Now was not the time to learn more about what was 
actually going on here... But boy was Alex in for it the next time she got a chance to corner 
him. 


Morgan had set his mug down on the little end table next to him and started ripping into his 
present. Alex had to be decidedly more careful than he was, but upon getting the box open 
Morgan discovered... another smaller box, wrapped just as prettily. Morgan snorted and 
started unwrapping the next box... And he started snickering more when he found another 
smaller box. “Ha~” He glanced up at the couple and saw that look of amused mischief on 
both of their faces. 


Alex however had managed to open his present, it was only one layer and was filled with 
polka dotted tissue paper. Alex pulled on the paper gently and heard the soft tinkling of what 
sounded like jewelry. He glanced up at his parents curiously as he unwrapped the first bundle. 
Inside were 2 sets of very elegant chain loop and cuff earrings. One in silver with dark blue 
and black stones and the other gold with red and black stones. Both were patterned to look 
like stars with chains connecting them. “... well, wow ... These are spectacular .” 


“For your constellation piercings~” Lissa said as he looked back up at her. “One of those 
little ren faire things had come to the fairgrounds not too far from here. Mal and I had gone 
and when we saw those we thought they would look just great with some of your more, hee~ 
elaborate costumes.” 


Morgan leaned over, pausing in his hunt to find the last box, to look at the earring in Alex’s 
lap. “...oh, serious wow~ Babe, those look stunning. Definite grandiose villian energy.” And 
he shot a smile up at Lissa and Mal. “Nice eye.” 


“That’s not all we got! Keep unwrapping Alex, honey.” Lissa encouraged. 


Alex managed not to flush when Morgan called him 'babe' but he was happy to keep his eyes 
down and his hands occupied. He opened several more little bundles and found two sets of 
sinister black metal clothing chains, clearly meant to hang over his shoulders or to act as 
lapel pins; another set of long dangling earrings with red shards of gemstones and square 
jagged looking links that matched the clothing chains; and lastly a truly beautiful pocket 
watch. 


Alex let the black octagonal pocket watch hang from its chain. It had visible red and silver 
mechanisms moving on the inside with delicate metal roman numerals carved into the glass 
facing, black paint highlighting them. The cover was a thin lattice of sharp lines in irregular 
geometric patterns that let the watch face peak through in some places. And Alex could 
already see the dramatic way he could pause in the middle of a fight to check the watch 
before snapping it closed with a resounding click. The grin that crept across his face was 
utterly delighted and absolutely terrifying... Well, it would have been to anyone else except 
the three people in the room. 


“>. You know. I’m kinda surprised you don’t already own a pocket watch... but damn if that 
isn’t perfect .’ Morgan said on a laugh as he leaned down to look at the watch over Alex’s 
shoulder. “I mean it’s properly mechanical and everything.” 


“Yes,” Mal added, ““We made sure to get one that didn’t need a battery, it just has to be 
wound. We thought that way you wouldn’t need to worry about your powers interfering with 
it.” 


“It's gorgeous.” Alex said, words laced with that little bit of wicked crispness his tone took 
on when he was out and about with normal people but not actively doing something 
villainous. But it slipped away when he added, “But I might need to find a watchsmith for 
when I inevitably break it, though.” 


“T mean... as long as you don’t smash it I can probably fix it.”” Morgan said with a shrug. 


Alex turned to glance back at Morgan, “Wait, seriously?” 


“Yeah, sure why not? Little fiddly parts are sorta my usual saturday night, especially if I’m in 
the middle of making gadgets for a heist. And some of the parts I use are definitely watch 
parts.” Morgan said with a laugh. “So fixing an actual watch shouldn’t be too difficult.” 


“That really shouldn’t surprise me... I’ve seen that workbench you have at your hideout. 
Looking at it makes me either want to cringe or clean it.” Alex said, rolling his eyes. 


“If you touch my workbench-” 


“You would figure out a way to murder me, yes, yes. I know.” Alex interrupted, waving him 
down. “But still, thanks. It’s nice to know I’ll be able to get this fixed...” And he gestured 
with the watch, “Because it really is gorgeous... And the flare I can add in the middle of a 
fight with this~” He grinned once again. 


“We’re so glad you like it, kiddo.” Mal hummed. “But Morgan, you gotta keep unwrapping 
there, bud.” 


Lissa snickered at her husband's words but held her peace, not wanting to give away the 
surprise. 


“T know, I’m on, like... layer 5 and I doubt I’m close to the end.” Morgan laughed. It took 
him 6 more layers before he reached an exceptionally small box with a half sheet of paper 


folded up and crammed inside. It took Morgan a bit of time to sit there and unfold it but it 
was well worth the wait as he read the print out. “Oh! Oh my god!” 


“Do you like it?” Lissa asked, even though she could tell the answer was already going to be 
a ‘yes’. 


“Yes! I’ve always wanted to do a subscripting thing like this but I just never have.” Morgan 
said laughing. 


“Subscription? What is it?” Alex asked but he didn’t wait for Morgan to answer. Instead he 
just took the print out and read it. “... ‘Full of your favorite videogame franchises and 
character merch’?” He read and looked up at Morgan, a smirk on his face. “ Seriously? ” 


“Shut up.” Morgan laughed and took the page back. “You get to have your pretty things and I 
get to have my nerd shit.” And he looked over at the smiling couple. “Which I absolutely 
adore. Seriously, thank you .” 


“You’re welcome sweetie~” Lissa hummed. “You should get 5 boxes?” But she glanced at 
her husband to confirm. 


“Yup. One each month starting in January.” Mal confirmed. 


“ Five?! Seriously!” But Morgan’s disbelief was already giving way to his excitement. He 
just beamed when the couple nodded. He glanced back down at Alex as he bounced a little on 
the sofa and saw a very similar look on his face as his parents. Endearment and- and- 
affection. It left Morgan’s belly fluttering, but the butterflies felt just a little razor edged as 
Peony's words from last night rolled through his thoughts. 


God, you’re so cute... Alex thought as Morgan's delight grew in his chest. J wonder if I'll 
miss being able to feel his emotions when we sort this out... And just thinking that made his 
heart sink a little. He really had gotten used to not just seeing Morgan's emotions but feeling 
them too... 


Alex clearly looked like he was going to say something but Morgan was certain his nerves 
weren't going to be able to handle it, so he glanced away saying, "Okay! You all should open 
mine next." 


"Ooo, yay!" Lissa said but she waited to start opening hers until after the boys opened theirs. 
Both of them had ended up with the larger boxes and since Alex needed to be careful still, 
Mal got his box open first. 


"...well, what the hell is that..." He muttered as he pulled the tissue paper out around the 
large thin metal thing. And then a smile spread across his face, slowly it grew into a grin and 
then finally an all out laugh. "Morgan! My boy! You've out done yourself!" 


Morgan smirked over the rim of his mug as Lissa leaned over to look into the box. "...oh. It's 
very... nice." She said with a little uncertainty. 


Alex actually paused to look up as his dad half lifted the thing from the box. "... a weather 
vane?" A very ugly weather vane. It looked like a deformed sailboat, except it was fucking 
enormous and 3 dimensional and painted with garish colors. 


Alex shot a glance back at Morgan. He just smirked but said nothing. 


"It's not just a weather vane." Mal all but cackled. "It's Devin's eye sore that we can see from 
our bedroom!" 


"Morgan! You didn't!" Lissa said but she was trying not to laugh as Mal giggled like a 5 year 
old. 


Morgan shrugged while grinning. "Soooo, I didn't just go to the archives... It turns out, it's 
really not that hard to get on top of a barn." 


Mal blinked at Morgan, "Wait... Did you take this 3 days ago?" 


"WMhmm~" 


"But- but there's a weather vane- I saw it on his barn this morning." 


"Oh, yes. I didn't just take that one. J replaced it. " Morgan smirked. 


" Why?" Alex questioned, incredulous. 


"Because humans are bad at noticing change. I doubt Devin has even noticed the change yet 
and it'll probably take him months before he finally does. He won't know how long his old 
one was gone for or when it vanished. And now, Mal gets to enjoy looking at a very ordinary 
rooster for quite a while as the theft goes unnoticed." Morgan explained smugly. " And... Not 
that I'm encouraging you to gaslight him... but if you decide to, you can just say you thought 
he changed it ages ago if and when he ever noticed the change." 


Mal threw his head back as he laughed. "Oh God! Morgan! I can't thank you enough~" 


"Merry Christmas, Mal." He hummed back as Lissa rolled her eyes. 


"... You both need to leave Devin alone. Honestly..." She said, but she wasn't able to keep the 
smile off of her face. "... Did you really replace it?" 


"Yup! I can assure you, getting up there with the rooster one was much easier than getting 
back down with that unbalanced monstrosity." 


Lissa snorted and just sighed as she shook her head. Morgan couldn't even manage to look a 
little sheepish, not while Mal was still wiping tears of joy from his eyes. 


Alex glanced at his mom and said, "That's it. They are absolutely never to be left alone 
together again." 


"Apparently." Lissa huffed. 


"Oh come on~ It was just a little harmless theft and forgery." Morgan snickered. "A fun 
afternoon, really." 


Alex just shook his head, fighting off his own smile as Mal lowered the hideous thing back 
into its box. Alex tore the last few bits of paper off his box and used a fingernail to break all 
the tape. Like the other box it was full of tissue paper, but right away Alex found something 
large. Sheet metal? 


But as he pulled the thing free he just blinked at the piece of scrap metal wall art. It was of a 
bird mid dive, talons out, wings back, beak wickedly sharp... It had a long tail and with the 
deliberate heat damage the edges had a red-blue tint that made Alex think of fire. "... It's a 
phoenix." He said as he studied it before looking back at Morgan. "It's incredible..." 


Morgan smiled a bit but only said, "There's more..." He sipped at his coffee and waited as 
Alex set the first one down and fished out the next wall decoration. 


The second one was clearly a dragon, more European in style with big wings and 4 limbs and 
sharp claws. It was tinted a blue-green from the heat, but all the welds on both pieces were 
practically invisible. It was obvious they were made from different materials and scraps but 
they were fitted together seamlessly. 


"Oh wow... Morgan, honey, those are beautiful." Lissa said. "Did you make those?" 


"Ha, no. I'm not nearly that good with an arc welder... But I did gather all the materials for 
them and then reached out to an artist friend I have and they made them for me." 


"Where'd you get the scrap from?" Mal asked, since Alex was still studying the art intensely. 
His fingers traced over the metal gently. 


"So about that... Uh, they're all from... well the destruction Alex's fights have caused." 
Morgan said a little sheepishly. 


Alex blinked and looked over at Morgan. "...what?" 


"... yeah. I- There are a lot of collectors out there who take bits of debris and rubble from 
their favorite heroes or villains fights, you know? So... I might have done that... 
sometimes... And or I reached out to people in other countries who could gather pieces for 
me when I couldn't get to the aftermath easily." Morgan said with a bit of a laugh. He had 
figured he would tell Alex this when he'd first come up with the idea, but having Alex's 
parents looking at him like this was the sweetest thing in the whole world was making him 
fidget something fierce. 


And then Alex didn't laugh. He didn't tease Morgan about being a fanboy. Which he had been 
for, like Alex's whole career. He'd been a fan of Alex's long before they'd ever met and then 
he and Alex actually started hanging out and the fan excitement had been replaced with 
friendship... But he hadn't stopped collecting stuff. 


"... seriously?" Alex asked softly, clutching the dragon piece in his hands like it was 
priceless... Because it was. It was not just thoughtful and unique and absolutely something 
Alex could hang in his command center... But it mattered. Alex hadn’t thought to keep 
souvenirs until much later in his career, so he didn't have much from his earlier years. Except 
now he did. 


"Yeah..." Morgan half whispered, a little breathless. Alex was looking up at him with this 
mixture of awe, and appreciation, and- and- Other things Morgan didn't want to put words 
too. "... They're not made from all of them or anything... but I had pieces from most of your 
fights." 


Alex didn't know what to say. He just stared back up at Morgan holding onto the art... 
Words- half completely thoughts tangled themselves in his mind. He didn't know how to 
express just what this meant to him... 


Lissa however could see that both of them had clearly forgotten Mal and she were in the 
room. So before they could embarrass themselves or each other she broke the silence. "...And 
what do we say when we get a gift, Alex?" She chided softly, trying to hide her smile. 


That did it and both boys glanced away from each other and shifted awkwardly. The flush on 
their faces was obvious and adorable. If they aren't actually together by this time next year 
I'll eat my left shoe... Lissa thought as she suppressed a laugh. 


"I- uh- Thanks- Thank you, Morgan. These are- They're perfect, actually." Alex stammered a 
bit and made a point to not look at his friend, just friend, or his parents. He carefully 
repackaged the two pieces of art to make sure they didn’t get damaged. 


"You're welcome." Morgan managed and shifted a bit. He made the mistake of looking over 
at Mal and Lissa who both looked entirely too amused. "I- um, what about you, Lissa. You 
still have your present to open." Morgan scrambled desperately hoping to shift their focus. 


"Oh, you're quite right dear... I just got a little distracted. " She shot them both a smirk but 
let it go for now. They might spontaneously combust over there with how flushed they both 
were getting. 


Lissa carefully opened the present and then the box. Inside the tissue paper was a very lovely 
photo album. It was the kind with the zipper and had several elegant butterflies stitched into 
the cream colored cloth. "Oh, Morgan, sweetheart! This is beautiful!" She praised as she 
unzipped it and flipped through the empty pages. 


"I'm glad you like the design." And when she looked up at him and smiled, he went on, "But 
that's not everything." 


"Oh, goodness, do I have a part two as well?" She laughed and reached for the box again. 


"You do, but not in there." Morgan chuckled. "Zip the album up again." She tilted her head a 
little, and god did she look just like Alex when she did that. But she complied. "Okay now do 


you see that big butterfly in the middle?" 


"This one?" And she lifted the book to show him. 


"M'hmm. Now press its body right in the middle. You should feel a soft click..." When she 
did so, Morgan grinned. "Now flip it over and turn it upside down." 


She looked at him curiously but did what he asked. "This isn't going to startle me is it?" She 
asked suspiciously. 


"Now~" Morgan laughed. "Go ahead and look through it now..." Morgan waited until she 
unzipped it before he said. "It's a trick album. I have several, the illusion works better when 
you put stuff in the 'front' part, so no one thinks there is more to it..." 


"The 'Front... part'..." Lissa started to ask, but she trailed off as she opened the album. It had 
photos in it... Photos of Alex. And Morgan and them together doing things. She touched the 
pages very gently, almost reverently, her other hand went to cover her mouth as tears welled 
in her eyes. Carefully she turned the page, and saw more pictures. Some were of the pair in a 
jungle or- or both in costume but Morgan's mask was down so he could grin into his phone 
camera. Some were just of Alex doing mundane things, others were clearly candids from 
heists. It stunned her breathless. 


It made Morgan's heart hurt a little as Mal leaned over and just stared too. Water sparkled in 
his eyes, as well, and he pulled his wife into a loving half hug. Morgan had noticed right 
away they didn't have any pictures of Alex on their walls. Not even baby pictures. Nothing. 
At first Morgan had thought it was just for their safety, but after what Alex had told him 
yesterday he realized it was also because they were supposed to be grieving the loss of both 
their sons... and even if they wanted to they still couldn't hang ones that actually looked like 
Alex or it would ruin the lie. He hadn't known that when he'd had this idea but... It would 
mean more to them now... It could still be something secret they could have just for 
themselves. 


Alex looked between his parents and was more than a little concerned by their silent tears. 
Both were smiling but their expressions weren't wholly happy... "What...?" He asked, and 
glanced back at Morgan. His friend had a similar kind of expression and Alex could feel that 
sense of bittersweet in his chest from Morgan again. 


Morgan glanced away from the couple flipping through the album, to look back at the 
worried face of his friend. "... you don't take a lot of pictures, but I do... I thought I'd 
share..." 


It took Alex a second to understand the why. To understand the grief and the love and the joy 
he was seeing from his parents. "...oh." He stood up and went over to stand near his mom and 
peek at the album too. They were photos of him and Morgan just doing stupid stuff. Just 
hangout at Morgan's apartment or in Alex’s old lair or out somewhere weird or doing 
something villainous... They were just... normal everyday photos... And they were 
something his parents weren't supposed to have... Because Alex Monroe was dead. He didn't 
know what to say- to do... 


His mom caught his hand and squeezed his fingers. She had tears on her face but she smiled 
up at him like... well, like he was the light of her life. Guilt crept in and he started to speak. " 
Ma, I-" 


Lissa shook her head and then swiped at her face with her free hand. "M'mm." She hummed 
and tugged on his hand a little. " /t's okay , pumpkin patch. We know. We know why, and you 
come to visit all the time... We know. And we love you." And she kissed his fingers and just 
grinned up at him through her sorrow. 


And then she glanced at Morgan. He looked so... alone. So far away, over on the other 
couch. His expression was full of an understanding she didn't think he should have. Morgan 
understood the kind of loss she and Mal had experienced when Alex had left- when he'd done 
what he'd done. She'd been so mad at him for it and then he was just gone and... It left a hole 
in her heart for several years until Mal reached out to Alex and then she had her boy back... 
But Morgan still didn't have his family back... He was still all alone. 


Morgan didn't mention his family except in passing and even then it would be brief. No 
annoctodes, no fun stories, no complaints. He just didn't talk about them or redirect the 
conversation whenever they came up and she had noticed. But he was... oh, he was the 
sweetest young man she'd ever met. He was kind and happy and generous and was good in a 
way most people couldn't ever manage. And yet, clearly he wasn't accepted by his own 
family. She didn't know if it was because he was a villain or if it was his lifestyle or if it was 
because of who he /oved... But it boiled her blood just thinking that out there was a woman 
with a son like Morgan and she didn't love him the way a mother ought to... 


She stood up suddenly as she made a very important decision and Mal caught the album as 
she stepped over to Morgan. He started to move to get up but she just bent down and hugged 
him. She held him as tight as she could and she didn't let go." J want more..." She 
whispered. 


"I- uh- sure- I can do that." Morgan stammered. He hugged her back but she still didn't let go. 
"I- ummm..." 


"And not just of Alex. I want more pictures of you too Morgan, honey. I want to fill that 
album up with you and Alex. And then I want another one and I want to fill it too- I- I want 
you in our lives Morgan ." She said gently before finally leaning back a bit but she didn't let 
go. "Do you understand, honey? You're mine now too? Okay? Not just family, but mine." 


Morgan just stared at her. She looked serious and happy and just a little sad and- and it was 
the same look she would give Alex sometimes... It was love. It was a kind of love Morgan 
had had once, when he was little, before his powers- before everything changed. It was a love 
he'd had when Peony was little and Strider was just annoying and not vile... He'd seen it in 
his parents' faces every time they'd come home from work, or come back from a mission. It 
was the love and acceptance and support only a parent could give. 


He wanted this. He'd wanted it nearly his whole life. To just be loved in the way only a 
family could- in the way only parents can. It was unconditional and unwavering. It wasn't 
something he had to earn or ask for. He didn't have to be good enough ... He could just be 
and still be loved. 


Morgan had realized he was crying until Lissa brushed a thumb over his face to wipe away 
the tears. "I-" And Morgan's voice broke. It was a hiccup. It was half a sob. 


Lissa just smiled and kissed his forehead before pulling him back into her arms. " Good... 
you do understand. " She hummed and rubbed his back as he just clung to her, as he pressed 
his face into her to muffle his hiccupping breaths and hide his tears. "I've got you now, 
sweetheart. Mama's got you~" 


Alex just sat heavily onto the sofa next to his dad. Morgan was- was... overwhelmed, felt 
like much too small of a word to describe the emotions that swirled through his friend. 
Morgan- he... Alex knew Morgan didn't like talking about his family. And honestly he'd only 
heard actual facts about them over the last few months since Alex officially knew who they 
were... But Alex hadn’t- hadn't fully understood just how hard this had been on Morgan. The 
Truce Nights, the separation, the lack of support or love or understanding- Morgan ran away 
from home . From his home, from his supposed support network because they didn't love him 
in the way he needed... Because it was literally tearing him apart to keep trying to be who 
they wanted him to be instead of just loving who he was... No wonder he's so independent... 
he didn't have a choice." ...jesus. " Alex whispered. 


Alex hadn’t realized he was crying too until Mal handed Alex a tissue and flung his free hand 
around him. Mal was smiling and dabbing at his own eyes, watching his wife comfort the boy 
she just claimed as her own. Mal could only feel love and pride for his little family, delighted 
to see it grow after all these years. They'd both wanted to have lots of kids but... Well, they'd 
decided it was for the best to just keep their family small. But that didn't mean it had to stay 
small. "... You've got a good one there, son..." He hummed. "We both do." 


Alex swiped at his face and just nodded, still at a loss for words. 


This little family stayed like that for a while, as all four of them had to pull themselves back 
together. Lissa sorted herself out first and pulled Morgan to his feet. "Come on, pumpkin. 
You come help me make some hot cocoa, we can finish open presents in a bit." 


Morgan, no longer weeping, but his face was still damp, just nodded and let himself get 
pulled along. 


"Good. Now Alex, honey, help your dad get some of this paper cleaned up. Morgan and I will 
be back in a bit." She continued and just dragged Morgan along behind her. 


She hummed along to the Christmas song that was playing on the radio as she gathered her 
supplies. Then she showed Morgan how she made proper hot chocolate and set him to work 
whisking. She could hear paper crunching from the other room and she smiled. Good. 
Everyone needed a little breather, that was a lot of emotions to be pulled out all at once. But 
it had certainly been good for all of them. They had all needed to cry and feel the hard things 
for a little while... It would make the rest of the day that much sweeter, she knew. 


Once the hot chocolate was done and a majority of the paper and boxes cleaned up, all of 
them were in much better spirits. Lissa passed around mugs and plunked back down next to 
Mal with a sigh. Alex had taken up post on the sofa now that he didn't have Morgan's giant 
box to deal with. And after a beat Morgan sat next to him. Alex hesitated a little but then he 
slipped an arm behind Morgan's back and tugged him in a bit. Neither said a word about it, 
but both looked decidedly flustered. It was a lot harder to keep a poker face when they were 
all still dealing with the swirling chaos of love and hurt and belonging that had just 
transpired. Lissa hid her smile behind her mug. 


"So..." She hummed after taking a sip and setting her mug down. She picked up her present 
from Alex and glanced at him. "Alex, dear, is this one gonna make me cry too, is it?" She 
laughed. 


Alex snorted, " No - God!" And he laughed. "But I think you'll like it." 


"Well I hope so." She snickers. 


Morgan floundered a bit, "I- I really wasn't trying to make you cry-" 


Lissa waved him down as Mal scooped up his own box and Alex passed Morgan's over to 
him. "Oh, Morgan, I know~ I'm just gonna give you a hard time about it." 


"It's fine." Alex laughed. "You just one upped the room." 


Morgan huffed and crossed his arms as he flopped back a little... and snuggled into Alex's 
hold more. Alex snickered and turned his head to whisper into Morgan's ear. " Let them open 
theirs first then open yours." 


Morgan had to actively repress his shiver, but he could feel the hairs on the back of his neck 
rise. Alex whispering so close to his ear was... something that he liked a lot, apparently. He 
still felt a little raw, all his feelings and emotions were so close to the surface. Things that he 
didn't want to feel or address had just kinda been forced out of him and he wasn't upset about 


it per se... But it was a lot of truths he'd had to deal with all at once and- and well this one, 
with Alex, was something he just didn't want to add to the stack right now. 


Because... Because sitting with Alex was comforting in a way that... that made the 
butterflies feel like wasps. But he also didn't want to pull away- he wanted to stay and be held 
and appreciated and- that scared the hell out of him. He wanted all of this . He wanted it all to 
be real and- And it wasn't, but- but- it could be... At least for a little while. And now- now 
with that little reminded of just how much he wanted Alex, Morgan felt all kinds of frazzled. 
Hopefully, no one would notice... 


Lissa and Mal both opened their presents with gusto, revealing exceptional well-made knitted 
gifts. Lissa pulled out two king size blankets one made of a thick plush grey yarn and the 
other a loose knit thin blanket, this time a soft spring blue. "For the hot and cold months." 
Alex explained. 


His father pulled out a scarf, mittens, and cap complete with pompom on the top, all a 
beautiful navy. And a positively delightful blue and white winter themed sweater. "Alex~ 
These are amazing! Where did you get them?" Mal asked as he ran his hands over the soft 
sweater. 


"I made them." 


Both his parents looked up in surprise. "What? Since when can you knit?" Lissa asked as the 
plush blanket pooled in her lap. 


Alex only smirked at her and she rolled her eyes. "Oh for heaven's sake! Who's superpower 
was knitting!? " 


"No ones~" He laughed, "But a Captain Textile did have an extensive knowledge about how 
to knit soooo..." and he shrugged. 


"Unbelievable... Maybe you were right Mal... we should make bingo cards." Lissa snorted 
but she was still petting her new winter blanket. 


Mal chuckled as pulled his hat over his head. "I told you, we could make a set every year and 
see which one of us wins first." 


"Bingo cards?" Morgan asked. 


Alex just rolled his eyes. "For me. They want to make bingo cards with really obscure powers 
and abilities and see how many new weird ones I get every year." 


"Oh... Oh I'd love to play too." Morgan laughed. "We can even pull some money together too 
so there's a prize for the winner." 


"Oh, how much?" Mal asked, now putting his scarf on. 


"None." Alex said indignantly. "You're not going to gamble on my powers." 


"I was thinking like a dollar for every box you tick off. That way people with a lot of boxes 
are more invested in winning and then the prize will grow over time." Morgan said, ignoring 
Alex. 


"And if no one wins by the end of the year?" Lisa asked. 


"Then it rolls over into the next year. At some point one of us will have to win." 


"No. No you won't." Alex insisted. "Because you're not playing!" 


"I like it!" Mal laughed, also ignoring Alex. 


"Perfect! We can say it starts in February and we can have all of January to make our sheets. 
Does that work?" Morgan asked. 


"Sounds good, kiddo. I'll text you with the details." Mal said, chuckling as he admired his 
mittens. 


"No, you won't." Alex complained. "Or I'm taking back the mittens." 


"Oh, why? These are really nice, Alex. They fit perfectly." Mal grinned over at his son. 


"Oh now you can hear me." Alex grumbled. "Morgan, just open your present." He said in a 
huff. 


Morgan snickered but sat up a little and started tearing into the shiny silver paper. He pulled 
the lid off the box and was greeted by a deep red scarf and mittens set. "Ha! Two guesses on 
the color." Morgan snickered as he pulled them out, but the box still felt heavy. 


"You'll probably get it in one." Alex chuckled, "But there's more." 


So Morgan set the scarf and mittens aside and started to search the tissue paper for more. He 
had expected more knitted goods, but he found something hard and that felt a lot like a 
leather holster. He shot Alex a curious glance and pulled out the item. 


It was a holster and what looked like a toy ray gun. The weapon looked like it could have 
come off of a 70s sci-fi movie set. The gun looked like something that might have been a 
bulbous squirt gun in another life with prop fins that were hot glued on. Except it clearly 

wasn't a toy. It was painted black and red and had the weight of real metal to it. "It's a ray 
gun..." Morgan said and glanced at Alex. 


"No." Alex corrected. "It's a gadget. I had to make that abundantly clear to the R&D team, 
Many times." 


Morgan's brows lifted and he was starting to feel that giddy feeling well in his chest. It 
clearly wasn't a toy... but it was absolutely a new toy. "It's a ray gun gadget? And what does 
this gadget do?" 


"It's a shrink ray." Alex said smugly and watched as shock gave way to absolute delight on 
his friend's face "It's based off of some stolen Sym tech." 


Morgan had turned to stare agape at Alex and then he just started giggling. "Oh- oh my god! 
Alex! Alex! It's a shrink ray!! It's a Sym speck shrink ray!!" His giggles were starting to 
sound like proper maniacal cackles as he clutched the new toy to his chest. 


Alex just laughed as his friend bounced in his excitement. "Yes, yes it is~" 


"How does it work?" Morgan demanded. 


"Per your usual gadget requirements, it has a lot of limits. The techs were very frustrated I 
made them make it /ess useful." Alex said. 


"Well tough." Morgan said as he examined the holstered weapon. "I have a reputation to 
maintain." He flipped it over and noticed the small switch on the side. "Is this the safety?" 


"Yes, and yes it's currently on. Now will you let me finish." Alex said, rolling his eyes as 
Morgan promptly pulled the ray gun out. He held the shrink ray the exact same way he held a 
real firearm. Barrel down, index finger resting along the side, both hands on the weapon 
while he examined it. He held it almost as casually and cautiously as Maggie would have... 
actually he might be a little smoother with firearms than she was these days. 


"Sorry..." Morgan said, glancing up before finding the catch and ejecting the battery pack 
from the handle. "Ooo, nice." 


Alex snickered as Morgan reseated the charge pack with a soft click. "Yes, and it has a 
second one. Each pack has enough power for 5 shots. So 10 between the pair. But some 
conditions for the shrinking, the size change will only last for 12 hours, the items are only 
reduced to half their size, and it won't work on living things." 


"How about plants?" 


Alex shrugged, "I think it works on plants." 


"Bugs too?" Morgan asked curiously. "What about dead things?" 


Alex just shot Morgan an exasperated look. "Morgan... I have no idea." 


Morgan grinned a bit, "I'll ask Valya to send me the full dossier on the gun with tech specs so 
I can take it apart later~" 


"Sure." Alex snorted. "Oh and it takes 24 hours for a battery to fully charge. Does that work? 
Is it gadgety enough?" 


Morgan just beamed at him as he hopped to his feet and re-holstered the ray gun. "It's 
perfect... Now let's go shrink stuff!" 


"Outside!" Lissa said hurriedly. "Go shrink things outside. And nothing we might need in the 
next 12 hours..." She laughed and rubbed at her face. 


Morgan had the good grace to look a little embarrassed but his excitement still won out. "I 
won't shrink anything important! Promise!" He said as he threw his new scarf on and hurried 
to the door. He hopped around trying to get his shoes on, and he only half assed got his coat 
on before he yanked open the door and hurried out into the chill mid morning light... 
cackling maniacally. 


"Oh dear..." Lissa said laughing. "Are you sure you want to give that to him?" She asked 
Alex, who looked entirely bemused as he slipped on his own shoes at a much more 
reasonable pace. 


"He'll be careful. He just has to get over the newness first. It's gonna really help him pull off 
some more elaborate heists without him having to risk a tier bump." Alex chuckled. 


"Why doesn't he want to move up?" Mal asked curiously. 


"It's complicated, but mostly because he relies on being underestimated to pull off anything 
big. He seems to want people to think he only succeeds by accident and not with a serious 
amount of skill and preparation. It's why he still holds up convenience stores and the like, 
when he is perfectly capable of robbing the Louvre if and when he ever gets bored enough to 
try." Alex said as he pulled on his own coat. 


"Huh... well that's certainly one way to game the system. It means his nemesis probably goes 
easy on him too. That's actually kind of brilliant." Mal hummed and he turned to his wife. 
"Why didn't we ever think of that?" 


She shrugged, "Being a high tier villain wasn't as dangerous back then." 


"It's exceptionally brilliant." Alex said, "Especially for Morgan's line of work. If he wasn't 
already in charge of his own crew and very happy being the boss, I'd have hired him. He 
already has half my minions wrapped around his fingers." Alex snorted thinking back to the 
number of his people that wished Morgan a Merry Christmas when it went around that he 
was leaving for the holidays. 


"Alex! Alex, come on!" Morgan called impatiently. 


Mal and Lissa shared a knowing look behind their son's back as he opened the door and 
followed his friend out. "Can't you be patient for like, a second?" Alex questioned. 


"No!" Morgan said cheerfully. His coat was still open but at least it was on properly now. 
And on his hip was the blaster holster, already clipped into his belt. The snow and ice 
glittered around him since they had gotten another little dusting sometime last night. His 
breaths puffed out into the chilly air as plumes of fog. And he was grinning like... well like a 
kid on Christmas. 


Fuck... why do you have to be so adorable? Alex thought for what was certainly not the first 
time as he headed down the steps of the front porch. But he just rolled his eyes at his friend's 
antics. 


"What's the range on this thing? And does it shrink like a pile of stuff of only discrete 
pieces?" Morgan asked but was only met with a look from Alex. "Right, right... Well let's 
start by testing the range..." 


And Morgan began walking to the other side of the house so the little grove of naked trees 
would provide cover from prying eyes. In the distance Morgan spied an old tractor tire 
leaning up against a tree. It was a big target but it's size change would be noticeable. He 
positioned himself at a bit of a better angle to shoot through the trees and unholstered the 
weapon. He double checked that no one was anywhere near his target, in front or behind. And 
then. he raised the ray gun, both hands bracing the weapon, unsure of what kind of kick it 
would have or the stability it would need. 


"Safety's off..." He said as he lined up his shot and flicked off the safety. It was a habit 
drilled into him by Maggie, guns weren't toys and needed to be handled appropriately, it 
didn't matter if Alex was bulletproof or that this thing couldn't affect living creatures. Safety 
measures were to be followed, end of discussion. 


Alex knew enough not to interrupt. Morgan didn't play around with guns or weapons. He 
might be excited and enthusiastic, but the second he unholstered the ray gun, he went as 
steady and calm as a surgeon in the OR. No wasted movements or breaths. It wasn't the first 
time Alex had seen Morgan steady himself like this, shift from goofy and happy to as cold 
and precise as a scalpel... But it was always a good reminder that his friend could be 
absolutely /ethal when he wanted to be. 


And Alex tried not to think about how unbelievably attractive that was... How absolutely 
serious and in charge Morgan could become at the drop of a hat. He'd seen his friend go from 
quipping with the cops to silent and invisible the second he got word that an op went south. 


He'd watched Morgan take absolute control over a shit show when a group of B tier heroes 
had accidentally interrupted a robbery and got his people out safely while distracting the hero 
team. Morgan was without question just as much of a villain as he was. He just didn't 
advertise the fact. 


Alex wasn't sure what Morgan was aiming at but he was certain he was about to find out in a 
few seconds. And he was glad he'd never have to look down the barrel of a gun while his 
friend was holding it... Even if he was bulletproof. 


Morgan let out a slow controlled breath... and fired. The ray gun made a soft chirp from the 
energy discharging and a blue bolt streamed through the air with little to no sound. The tire 
jumped a little on impact and then it made a soft *vwoop* sound and shrunk. The snow on it 
fell off and the tire, now just about normal car size and settled back into place. He lowered 
the weapon and flicked the safety back on. But it wasn't until he'd reholstered the ray gun that 
he began to cackle. 


Morgan beamed over at Alex practically bouncing in place as he grabbed his friend's arm to 
shake him a little in his excitement. "Alex! Alex! I have a shrink ray!" He all but giggled. 


Alex snorted but he could help his grin. Morgan was full to bursting with unfiltered joy. And 
it made Alex want to just give him new gadgets everyday. Just to see that boyish grin on 
Morgan's face and feel his overwhelming enthusiasm. He knew his friend would never let 
him do that though. This had to be a rare thing, not just because Morgan was fiercely 
independent and would want to build most of his toys himself, but because he didn't want 
help. Not with the villain side of things. An extra pair of hands? Sure, but not a benefactor. 
And Alex didn't want to be that for Morgan either. They were friends, no strings attached, 
meaning that this was and could be just a gift. "Merry Christmas~" Alex snickered. 


The pair then spent the next hour using the last 9 shots to test the ray gun's capabilities. 
Mostly that involved shooting variously sized wood piles so Morgan could determine the 
shrinking nimbus for each bolt and just how large a 'single' thing could be. Which inevitably 
led to Morgan just shooting the woodshed... and it shrunk. 


The pair blinked at the small building, now roughly the size of a child's playhouse. 


"...I didn't think that'd work." Morgan muttered. 


"...Neither did I..." Alex replied in the same quiet tone. 


",,.Oops." 


"... Yup." 


"Do you think they'll notice that it's small in the next 12 hours?" 


".. 1 dunno." 


And then as if on cue, they both heard, "Did you boys shrink the shed!?" 


Both flinched at the universal tone all disapproving mothers managed. They glance back up 
to the porch where Lissa was standing hands on hips. 


"Uh... No?" 
"Uh... Yes?" 


They said in unison. 


"Oh for heaven's sake!" She threw her hands up. "You two better hope it does pop back in 12 
hours or you're building a new one. Without powers. " She added meaningfully. "Now come 
back inside and warm up. I'm gonna start making the ham soon." 


"Yes Ma..." 
"Yes ma'am..." 


They both replied, properly scolded. 


But the second her back was turned the duo shot each other quick conspiratorial grins before 
they followed her inside. Christmas was already proving to be a lot fun . 


And it was. It had been a dream of family and food and affection. It would be something 
Morgan would remember fondly for many years... But all good things had to end. 


He and Alex had left that night, their week was up and with Monday right around the corner 
it was time to leave. So they'd teleported back late that night after receiving many demands to 
visit more often from Mal and Lissa. So what if Morgan had hung on to his hugs a little 
longer than normal... He just... wanted to. It was fine. 


And then he and Alex stayed awake for several more hours just to reorient themselves to the 
lair's ttmezone. They'd hung out and laughed and talked and everything had been fine. Until 
Morgan had gone to bed... 


He didn't think he'd gotten so used to sharing a bed with someone else so quickly until he was 
lying awake in his rather empty one. He rolled over and stared up at the ceiling as the last few 
days' events replayed in his head. And now, alone, without the need to pretend or put on a 
show keeping his doubts at bay... the disbelief started to take hold. Because it was too good 
to be true. 


All of it was . 


It couldn't be real . Mal- Lissa, they couldn't actually have meant what they said. They were 
just emotional and it was the holidays and... everything they thought about Morgan was a lie. 
He wasn't dating Alex. He wasn't their son's partner. He was just a friend. One who'd helped 
Alex lie to his parents. He'd just been lying to them the whole time... None of it was real. 


And Alex. Alex had been pretending just like Morgan had. They weren't dating. It was just a 
con. What he felt- what he'd seen were just illusions, just acting. It wasn't real either. They 
were just friends... and Peony didn't know what she was talking about. She was newly 


engaged and saw the world through rose tinted glasses. She'd just seen what she'd wanted to 
see... 


And so had he. 


It wasn't real . 


So why did it feel like his chest was caving in? 


Morgan rolled onto his side and made damn sure he didn't make a sound as the tears stung his 
eyes. 
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He'd given it a week. 


A week of pretending he was okay. A week of ignoring the heartache over this stupid crush. 
A week of trying to put Alex back into the off-limits box in his head. He had figured 'fake it 
til you make it' would work just the same way it always had... 


He was wrong. 


He needed... Time- space, something . He needed something and living in Alex’s lair, with 
him, wasn't it. He didn't want to lose his friendship with Alex and he wasn't going to keep 
putting it at risk like this. Pretending to date Alex had... made him delusional, obviously. So 
he needed to go back to reality. He needed to remind himself what reality actually was. 


It was an empty apartment with a few fake plants and even fewer real ones. It was living on 
his own. It was throwing himself into his work and spending long hours by himself in one of 
his hideouts working on plans or gadgets. That was what was real. That was his real, not this- 
this extraordinary lair, and an arcade, and- and waking up to have breakfast with someone 
who... cared about him. 


Morgan blew out a breath and tossed his keys into his bowl before taking off his coat. 


Alex had been kinda bummed when Morgan had told him that his vacation had come to an 
end. And honestly so was Morgan. He didn't want to leave, but he had to. He had to do this, 
to put a little distance between them so he could steady himself again before he ruined 
something between them. He'd just told Alex it was because his London contact had blown 
him off again and Morgan was going to need to go hunt the man down, which was true. The 
asshole had been ignoring him. And Morgan had several jobs lined up back in Capital City 
that his henchmen had already scoped out. And he had... stuff to do, things that needed his 
attention. But like he'd reminded Alex, and himself , they could hangout whenever the other 
had time. Which was true too. 


He didn't bother flicking on the lights in his apartment. It was nighttime here anyways and he 
hadn't been sleeping well so trying to get a few more hours in after he unpacked wasn't a bad 
idea. So he started dragging his stuff back into his room to do just that. 


His insomnia had been pretty okay the last few months but the last week reminded him that it 
wasn't something he could control very easily. However he had discovered that going to work 
out when he couldn't sleep was not only a good way to keep up with his training, but it also 
left him tired enough to crash afterwards... He hated to admit it but this whole exercising 
thing was probably good for him. But at least it meant he'd be able to keep up with his 
training even without Alex being there to remind him. 


And that was another thing... Alex just wasn't going to be there when he turned around or 
called out into the other room. Which was the whole point of this, but... He had also gotten 
really used to just having his friend be there. To not having to make plans to hangout, instead 
Alex would just be around and they could spend time together whenever they were both 
home. Making plans was something he was going to have to get back in the habit of again... 


He sighed again for... however many times he was at now, and put his suitcases away. This 
wasn't permanent- or, it was , but it wasn’t bad. He'd get to hangout with Alex still and they'd 
still text each other or send memes to each other. It was just... back to the way it used to be. 
Which was good... It was. This was a good thing, for both of them.... even if it kinda felt like 
it wasn't... [ just need to get all of this untangled and everything will go back to normal... It's 


fine. 


Morgan crawled into bed, even though he had half a dozen other things he should be doing 
and tried to make himself believe that. 


Alex, 5:06pm: Wanna go to Paris? 


Morgan, 5:06pm: Yes, but I cant 


Morgan, 5:06pm: Ive already got plans tonight 


Alex, 5:07pm: 


Morgan, 5:07pm: Sorry dude 


Morgan, 5:08pm: Why Paris 


Alex, 5:09pm: I wanna see if I can actually bend the eiffel tower into a pretzel. 


Morgan, 5:09pm: Pfft like a cartoon 


Alex, 5:10pm: Yeah why not? Someone will absolutely try to stop me and then I can get 
a free fight out of it too! 


Morgan, 5:10pm: Lol have fun dude 


Morgan, 5:10pm: I cant wait to see it on the news 


Morgan sighed and let his head fall back onto the table, just like he had after responding to 
every other text Alex had sent him that night. Paris sounded so much better than his actual 
plans... ones that he really did have. And if he didn't leave soon he was going to be more 
than just fashionably late... 


Morgan still didn't get up. 


It'd been close to 4 weeks since he'd moved back into his apartment and he still didn't feel 
any better. His stomach still got all twisty whenever Alex texted, which was unbelievably 
stupid. And was half the reason he hadn't seen Alex in-person over the last month or so. 
Because if he was reacting like this to just some texts, then in-person was going to be so 
much worse . The other half was that they just kept missing each other. One of them would be 
free and the other would be busy... 


He sat up and rubbed at his tired eyes. He still hadn't been sleeping any better but the 
workouts were at least making sure he was down for a few hours most nights. Fortunately he 
was used to this kind of sleeplessness so it wasn't affecting his work. He'd had two successful 
burglaries back to back weeks and had finally found out what happened to Greg out in 
London. The fucker had gotten married and was off galavanting in Whales for the next 
month. He'd promised to get back in touch with Morgan with more information once he was 
back at his HQ. 


Morgan had begrudgingly accepted his answer even if he was still kinda pissed about the 
whole thing. J mean what the fuck did he and his spouse need to do in Whales for 2 months?! 
Just thinking about it annoyed the hell out of him which was not a good place for his mood to 
start at before he'd even left. 


He glanced down at his phone and flipped it back over. No new messages popped up but the 
clock told him he really really needed to go now. Peony had always been- and still was , very 
precise about times... He sighed and got to his feet. 


She'd been right of course. Their parents were kinda pissed he'd basically ignored them the 
whole holiday season so... now it was an impromptu Truce Night. Peony had decided to play 
host to give everyone a bit of neutral ground for this meeting... but her townhome was 
starting to feel more like neutral ground inside enemy lines to Morgan. Especially now that 
Dave was living with her. /'m outnumbered and surrounded... 


He tucked his phone into his pocket and grabbed his keys before heading over to his front 
closet to grab a coat and scarf. This was going to suck, no question. And well... part of him 
wanted to invite Alex, again. To have him there as- as backup. As someone in his corner 
without strings. But that trick wouldn't fly a second time and he knew for a fact he was gonna 


get an earful over his last stunt as it was, so no point in making it worse... And it'd probably 
piss Peony off something fierce so he'd better not. 


Morgan locked up and made his way down the hall to the elevator. Capital City wasn't any 
warmer in late January but Morgan had had the funds last year to get all the windows in the 
building re-sealed. So far it appeared to be worth the investment because no one had 
complained about drafts this winter, but only his electric bill would say whether he'd actually 
make his money back or not. He wondered for a few moments as the elevator climbed up to 
his floor, if his parents had ever considered what being homeless in Capital City was actually 
like... Or if they'd even tried to look for him. He always assumed they had but... He didn't 
know for certain. 


It wasn't until Morgan got on the elevator and started to put on his red knit scarf that he 
realized he didn't grab one of his jackets. He'd grabbed one of Alex's . And the scarf, it was 
the one Alex had made for him. He just stared at the carmine colored knit and black wool pea 
coat as emotions roiled in his chest. On Alex the coat would fall to mid thigh, for Morgan it'd 
probably go down to just above his knee. But it was the one with the notched lapels... the 
one that Alex would wear when he wasn't sure if he wanted to cause chaos yet but was 
dressed for it, just in case... 


"What, you never know? The day might decide to be interesting~" Alex chuckled, amber eyes 
flashing with nefarious mirth. 


The swell of terror and longing that mixed in Morgan's heart threatened to steal his breath. 
The terror wanted him to go back up to his apartment and switch jackets, to hell with being 
late. And the longing... It wanted him to pull the jacket close- to put it on right now, hell it 
wanted him to just call Alex. At war with himself, Morgan ended up doing neither and just 
stared at the coat until the elevator dinged that he'd reached the garage level. He nearly 
missed getting off as the doors started to close again, but he made it out into the sublevel... 
the very chilly sublevel. Still he just held the coat in his hands, fingers lightly tracing the 
shiny black buttons. 


The coat was thick and would likely be warm and- and who would really know that it was 
Alex's besides him? It would be a little big on him, but not by much, besides Morgan often 
wore baggier clothes... No one would notice. 


And then it can be like he's actually here. Whispered the small desperate voice in the back of 
his mind. 


Morgan put on the coat. 


It was lined with cashmere and fit him remarkably well. Yes, it was a little long on him, but it 
still looked fine. Morgan avoided looking at his reflection again as he started for his car. 
Mostly so he wouldn't have to acknowledge the flush creeping over his cheeks or the echoes 
of heartache that would be visible in his eyes. 


And... and maybe it would help? He thought as he walked down the row, buttoning up the 
coat as he went. Maybe it would be that little extra reminder not to let his family bully him 
into things? Maybe it would help him face them without flinching? Maybe it would make 


him feel just a /ittle more safe? Maybeitthmake-me feet better? 


And maybe it'll do none of those things. He thought dryly, as he unlocked his car and slid 
inside. "...it's just a coat." He muttered as he turned the engine over and started getting his 
heater working. And as the air kicked on he caught just a small whiff of something spicy and 
smoky... It cologne. Alex's cologne. From Alex's jacket. The one that he was wearing for no 
good reason. 


And who am I kidding? 


Morgan just let his head thump against the steering wheel and let out a soft wordless groan. 
He could feel the flush burning across his face and wished he could blame it on anything 
besides his own stupidity. He was wearing the damn coat because he missed Alex. Plain and 
simple. He missed his friend and wanted to see him again, to hell with the butterflies or the 
twisty feeling. He was starting to just not care anymore how platonic, or not platonic as the 
case may be, his feelings were toward his best friend. He just wanted to spend time with him 
again. 


Because- Because when he was with Alex it was just... easier . Everything was just easier. 
Working on heists, doing chores, getting normal amounts of sleep, remembering to eat, 
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Maybe having the coat with him would help keep him sane for the next few hours, maybe it 
wouldn't... But Morgan really couldn't keep doing this. He- he needed his best friend. 


Morgan puffed out a sigh and sat up to rub his face with both hands. "Oh-kay... Okay." He 
sighed as he dragged his fingers through his untidy hair. "After this, I'm just- I'm just gonna 
call him. Fuck it." And he threw his car into reverse, already knowing that he was going to 
be late. 


Morgan was late, but he only made it about halfway through dinner before he decided he was 
not going to stay for dessert. 


He loved his parents, he did... mostly. He cared about them and wanted them to be happy, at 
least. But they just would not leave him be. None of it was bad and that almost made it 
worse... It was just comment after comment about how he should do this or that, about how 
he needed to get more sleep, about how this thing might help, about how they had a spare 
bedroom if he ever needed it... It just went on and on. They were trying to be helpful. They 
were, he knew that, but... they just weren't giving him advice that worked for him. 


They didn't really know him anymore and that was the problem. Ellen and Rob were making 
a lot of assumptions about who Morgan was based on who he used to be. Even though it'd 
been nearly a year and a half since they'd started doing this. Since the Truce Nights and the 
phone calls and all of it. In the beginning it had just been them trying to badger him into 
giving up this 'villain nonsense’ and that was it. Now that was intermixed with attempts to 
parent him. Like he was still a child, like they still had a say in his life. Like this whole damn 
thing is something I have to do. Like he didn't choose to come here. Like he was somehow 
still beholden to them because they shared some DNA... It just chafed against his already 
depleted social battery like sandpaper. 


And he'd tried to correct them, he'd tried to nudge them, politely at first, into understanding 
that he was an adult and this was all voluntary on his part. He'd tried to make them 
understand this from the beginning. But they still aren't listening to me... He had to actively 
keep his smile in place while they told him all about making sure to get his taxes done on 
time, like he didn't own and run an apartment complex. Or run a 6 person crew, all of whom 
had salaries and full benefits . And when he'd mentioned that to them, they acted... 
surprised? confused? Like they didn't understand that he was self-sufficient already. 


Peony tried her best and Morgan had to give Dave some props, he had tried too, but... The 
two A-tier heroes were trying to make up for lost time- they were trying to remind him that 
they were still his parents and that they cared, and Morgan knew no amount of redirection 
was gonna change their focus. They were trying really really hard to be helpful and kind and 
supportive... But it just wasn't clicking because they were still doing it on their terms. And 
the longer they talked at him, the harder it was getting for Morgan to keep his mask of cheer 
and positivity up. 


And then Peony had asked him about Alex. 


She was trying to help. She wanted to remind their parents that Morgan was a villain. That he 
had a life outside of what they saw of him. The problem was... He really really didn't want to 
talk about Alex right now. That whole knot of emotions was barely contained as it was, and 
talking about it with their parents around was definitely not going to help. So he mentioned 
that Alex had moved out and was likely causing mayhem in Paris right about now... Which 
had been the wrong choice. Because now it was the same old game of 20 questions about 
what the Devourer was doing... And all Morgan wanted to do was go home and crawl into 
bed. Maybe take several shots of vodka first and then crawl into bed... 


And of course his deflections didn't do much good while Strider was there. He had basically 
made no effort to apologize for what he'd said last time and no one seemed to expect him 
to... Including Morgan. In fact he had basically ignored Morgan's existence unless he'd had 
something snide to say. And Morgan had taken that as his cue to ignore his older brother 
back, except he didn't even bother with the quips. He just couldn't be bothered to 
acknowledge Strider at all. 


Until he'd mentioned Alex that is... Then it was like Strider was a damned shark that could 
smell blood in the water. And Morgan was starting to teeter on the edge of showing Strider 
that it was about to be his blood all over the place if he didn't. Shut. Up . 


Finally Ellen and Rob took the hint and made Strider back down, they even apologized for 
pushing. Which was kind of a big step for them, but Strider hadn't and by now Morgan was 
fairly certain he didn't even know what the word 'sorry' actually meant. Still Morgan started 
to say his goodbyes as he helped clear the table. He was so far past 'done with this' he 
couldn't even put it into words. 


"Hey P... Dinner was great but-" Morgan started as he set some plates down by his sister. 


"-But you're gonna head out?" She made it sound like a question, as she reached for a towel 
to dry her hands, but the look on her face was full of sympathy. 


"- Yes ." He couldn't help the relief that filled that one word. 


She hugged him tightly and muttered, " Fuck, Morgan- I- I'm so sorry- I-" 


"It's okay... I'm just having a rough go of it and... this was just not something | had... 
planned to do this week." He soothed as he gave her a little squeeze. 


"Maybe...? Maybe brunch? Later, of course but...?" Peony offered hopefully as she pulled 
away. 


"Uh... later, for sure. But, yes. Brunch would be nice." And then Morgan added as the 
isolation and discomfort started to seep out, "Would... Maybe, no Dave?" 


Peony looked a little hurt and Morgan instantly regretted asking. "Nevermind- Sorry, you 
can-" 


Peony just caught his hand as he started to wave a bit to negate his words as he apologized. 
"Morgan... of course, no Dave. It's- it's our tradition. Just us..." 


But she didn’t let go of his hand. And her hurt look started to become a worried one... One 
that Morgan didn't like at all. He was barely hanging on as it was, if she started asking him 
questions he didn't know how long he'd be able to keep it together. 


"Morgan... are you alright?" 


"I'm just a little tired, is all. Of course, no Dave. I just- I wasn't thinking." He said with a 
laugh and rubbed at his neck with his free hand. 


Peony didn't look like she fully bought it, but she just shook his hand and arm a little, "Go get 
some sleep then... You're starting to look like a raccoon." She added, teasing him just a bit 
before letting him go. 


"Everybody loves a good trash panda." He joked and she snorted, "Besides we share a 
profession~" And she whacked him with her towel. 


"Go home. Sleep." She ordered. 


"You don't have to tell me twice. Bye P~" And just as he said that Dave came in with the rest 
of the dishes. 


"Oh? Heading out so soon? But we have pie." And he genuinely sounded disappointed as far 
as Morgan could tell. 


Damn it... stop making me like you. 


"I'll have to take a raincheck on the pie there, Dave. I've got an early start tomorrow. But 
thanks for having me." Morgan replied earnestly, as he started to back towards the dining 
room and the front door beyond. He might have to try to squeeze time into his schedule to get 
dinner with the two of them, sans parents and Strider to see if Dave really was growing on 
him or not... 


"Oh... Okay. Well, thanks for coming by, we're always happy to have you." Dave said 
cheerfully as he pulled Peony in for a quick hug from behind. She laughed up at him. 


Morgan could feel thorns start to prickle around his happiness for Peony. The jealous kind. 
And he didn't like that either. Later... brunch and dinner are going to need to be a lot later. 


"Well... thanks again. Bye." And he turned to escape... only to run into his parents. 


"Oh? But Morgan, honey, what about dessert?" Ellen asked, having heard his goodbye. 


Rob was at her elbow and Strider was off somewhere else. "Yeah, kiddo, it's Apple pie. 
Dave's mother made it." 


"It will probably be wonderful then." Morgan chuckled, "But I've gotta get an early start 
tomorrow, so I'm gonna have to call it a night. But it was nice seeing you both." 


"Are you sure, Momo? Just a little pie?" Ellen said, catching him for a hug. 


Anger and bile churned in his stomach at the nickname but if he said anything about it now 
he wouldn't make it to the door. He was already starting to feel very frayed around the edges. 
"Not tonight, thanks though." 


"If you're sure then..." She hummed as she let him go. 


"Well it was good seeing you, kiddo." Rob said as he hugged him too. 


"You too." Morgan said, trying not to sound rushed. "Bye guys." Once his father let him go 
he made a beeline for the front door and the coat rack. He just wanted to be home . He just 
wanted to be somewhere that he didn't have to keep this exhausting mask up. 


Unfortunately the townhouse's layout was just like every other home, the front door lead into 
the living room. Which was where Strider had decided to lurk. 


"Running back to your owner already?" Strider sneared. 


Morgan had intended on continuing to ignore him but... He just couldn't let that one go. "I 
have no idea what you're talking about. But I've got an early start tomorrow so..." 


Strider just scoffed. "Aw, he's got you trained so well. Just like a good little pet . Does he 
make you do- tricks too? Or do you beg to do them?" 


Morgan didn't bother replying, as he clenched his jaw. Strider was trying to get under his skin 
and honestly Morgan wasn't sure what he'd find if he succeeded... Which was more than a 
little frightening. Morgan hadn't been in a good place mentally in weeks, which meant his 
temper wasn't being well managed. Meaning it might go very poorly if Strider kept at it. 
Especially since they all would just expect some yelling or harsh words... Morgan had 
moved far past yelling at this point, when his front fell away they would be butting up against 
cruelty and maliciousness. He just wanted the hell out of here. So he just grabbed his, Alex's, 
coat and started pulling it on. 


"What? Don't feel brave enough to snap at me without him standing right behind you?" 
Strider taunted, pushing at Morgan just a bit more as took a step closer. 


When Morgan made no answer, Strider smirked and pushed at his brother again. Harder this 
time, digging for a reaction. " Or maybe the mind control's just starting to wear off and you 
finally figured out he's just been using you." 


As it turns out... that was the final straw. 


Something inside Morgan began to crack apart as all the ugly implications of Strider's words 
set in. As he saw in the corner of his eye, that vicious smirk on his brother's face. Strider had 
meant all those vile undertones too, when he said it... It was damn near an accusation, one 
that he wanted to hurt Morgan with it. Morgan, the person that would be the victim in this 
hideous scenario. And you're supposed to be a hero? He was poking at Morgan with the 
intention of making him snap and that was how he'd decided to go about it... 


Well, he fucking succeeded. 


Morgan's teeth clicked closed audibly. It was a soft sound, but it signified so much. It was the 
shattering of his facade. It was the breaking of a dam. It was an oncoming flood. It was a 
choice. 


Morgan was left with only two options really... Drown in it or Freeze it all over? 


Morgan chose ice. He let that frigid cold fill his chest. It was almost a relief as it numbed 
everything else. As it froze over that gaping void inside him that had been threatening to 
swallow him whole for the last few weeks. It was icy and desolate and numb. But it was so 
nice to not have to feel any of the heartache or confusion or guilt or shame or fucking misery. 
It was nice to just not care, to not have to pretend. And then- And then the burning cold 
brought on waves of pure untempered hate. And malice . And disgust and rage and all the 
vicious little ideas about the things that he'd always wanted to inflict upon someone else just 
to see what happened. It was a feeling that he knew well enough, it had saved his life on 
several occasions. And on the good days, it scared him to know he was capable of fury like 
this... Cold and Unforgiving. But he also knew it wouldn't last forever. This feeling was only 
temporary and when the malice melted away, the suffocating worthlessness would come 
flooding back. It would start to unravel him, all the while dragging him inexorably down into 
the awful isolating darkness... But for now he relished in the icy chill. In the blissful 
numbness. In the cold-blooded comfort of apathy. 


And as his feelings, and worries, and compassion were stripped down to bare bones in the 
arctic chill, a familiar thought came to Morgan. 


He really could just kill Strider. 


He could do it right now. It would be easy. Simple even. He could reach into one of his 
pockets and pull out his loaded 9mm with its silencer already in place and with 3 sharp pops, 
it would be over. Strider would never see it coming. Morgan could put 2 in his chest before 
he'd even moved, super speed or not, surprise was still surprise. And by the time his idiotic 
brain had registered he was dying Morgan would have put the last round between his eyes. 


It would be elegant... 


It would be efficient... 


It would be quick... 


Morgan might have had an endless well of malice for Strider, he might have wanted to make 
him suffer , but right now he literally couldn't be bothered with him anymore. He was done 
with Strider. And death would resolve this current problem quite nicely... 


But it would also close a door for him. It would shut Morgan out from his sister forever. It 
would ruin his chance at reconnecting with his parents... And apparently those things were 
more valuable to him than Strider's death. 


I wonder if this is how Alex feels sometimes... knowing that someone's continued breathing is 
beholden solely to the existence and feelings of another person? 


However, just because Morgan calculated the cost analysis of Strider's murder and found it 
lacking, didn't mean he could let Strider's words go. So with a sigh he just finished shrugging 
into his coat. "Huh... Well that's good to know, I suppose..." 


"What?" Strider snapped, Morgan's sudden calm stiffness wasn't what he'd expected from the 
young villain and it set him on edge. 


"I had not realized that I had a limit when it came to dealing with your bullshit. " Morgan 
replied coolly, not bothering to keep his voice down like Strider but also not yelling. 


Strider opened his mouth to retort but Morgan ignored him as he fixed the collar on the pea 
coat. "And because of that, I am going to give you a choice. You can either imply Alex and I 
are sleeping together or you can imply he is mind controlling me, but you can't imply both . 
So I am going to need you to pick one. Which will it be?" 


His brother just scoffed at him. "What? Did I hurt your feew-ings? Is that too much for you, 
the big bad villain? " He mocked. 


"As it turns out... Yes. It is. And I do have thank you, Stri..." His words were precise and 
clipped and wintery , as he slowly turned to look at Strider. "You helped me realize just 
exactly where my lines are. So thanks for that. " 


Morgan watched as Strider's confidence waver for just as second as he met Morgan's gaze. 
Morgan didn't flinch. He just waited, as still and unmoving as stone. Strider blinked first. 
"You- You can't be serious." Strider ground out, "Suddenly /'m the one crossing the line? 
What a joke. Now you've 'morals', how fucking convenient." He bit out, raising his voice, as 
his own anger bubbled up in him. 


"We do have them, you know. Villains, I mean. It's ethics that we struggle with." And he 
smirked a bit, remembering having this exact argument with Alex before, but it never reached 
his eyes. His gaze stayed glacially neutral as he continued trying to maintain eye contact. It 
was starting to unnerve his brother, Morgan could tell from the way his foot was tapping just 
a little too quickly. 


"I know what's right and wrong. I just hate it when people try to make me follow their 
definitions. So yes, Strider, I am absolutely serious." 


"This- this is fucking ridiculous!" 


"I... really don't think it is." 


But Strider's shout caught the other heroes' attention and they came to investigate, Rob 
leading the pack. "Now, what's all this?" 


"Strider and I appear to have reached an impasse. One, I am not willing to budge on." 
Morgan answered without looking away from Strider. 


"...What about?" Dave asked cautiously. Something about Morgan's demeanor unsettled him 
almost immediately... The person that stood across from them right now was very much a 
threat . 


"Morals." Came Morgan's frigid reply. When no one said anything else he went on. "How 
about I let you all in on a little secret, since you're all so curious about Alex... You see for 
most villains, we've got this list. It's a revenge list... or a hit list depending on who you're 
talking to. But it's full of the people who we think have wronged us. That's why we're villains 
after all. For the payback. For the chance to take back what's ours." 


As Morgan spoke he never looked away from Strider, even as the man began to move closer 
to the other heroes under the guise of fidgeting. Morgan just burned holes into him, while his 
posture stayed calm as can be, hands tucked causally into his pockets. But no one would dare 
say he looked relaxed . "But Alex... He's different. He's got a list too, it's written in pencil 
mind you, but on the top of his it just says 'Do Not Kill'. And would any of you like to know 
just who is on that Jist? " 


Silence was Morgan's only answer as the 5 A-tier heroes stared at him in frozen uncertainty. 
He watched them square up almost unconsciously, to the obvious threat he now posed. He 
couldn't see Peony well enough in his peripherals to tell if she was readying a shield but... 
He assumed she was. /t would be the smart thing to do. 


"It's got the people Alex thinks might be fun to fight when they are older- stronger, more 
worth killing ... And it has the people I asked him to put on there." And as he spoke the 
room grew tenser and he could almost feel the temperature drop as his words began to sink 
in. To hammer his point home he went on, "Which makes you /ot , the luckiest heroes in the 
world... J mean, it'd be kind of a dick move to murder your friend's family, don't ya think? " 
Morgan asked rhetorically, before shrugging. 


"But really Strider, that's not the thing you need to be worrying about right now... No, what 
you should care about is..." And Morgan's voice went as cold and unpleasant as ice water. 
"What's my list called... " He paused to give the speedster a disgusted once over. " And who's 
on it." 


"Morgan- Morgan, honey that's not funny-" 


"Well, it's a good thing I'm not joking then, Ellen." Morgan interrupted, he flung his words 
like shards of ice. 


"You- you've never killed anyone!" Strider snarled as he tried to use anger to hide his 
growing fear. 


"Prove. It." 


After a beat of silence, Dave said in that calming tone the heroes would use on a frightening 
civilian... Or a cornered animal. "You... You can't prove a negative, Morgan." 


Ah, yes. Say their name. Make a human connection... Hostage negotiation 101. 


"My point, exactly, Dave. Ten years. That's a very very long time in this profession, wouldn't 
you say? A lot can happen... A Jot can change. So I'd really watch it with all that ‘never ever' 
shit. You might make a dangerous assumption." 


"Alright, that's enough-" Rob started to say but for the first time in this conversation Morgan 
glanced away from Strider and held his father's gaze. 


"Is it though? Is it really ?" Morgan asked his words dripping with venom and ice. "Because 
I don't think it is. I mean, Strider hasn't even answered my question yet." 


When his father made no further attempt to interrupt him he glanced back at the speedster, 
false bravado clearly slipping. "So Strider, what's it gonna be? Js he fucking me or is he mind 
controlling me? Pick. One. " 


But when he made no response, Morgan sneared, " What? Cat-burglar got your tongue?" 


Still he said nothing, and neither did anyone else. Morgan pressed on, hatred starting to color 
his words further as his frigid control started to slip. "What's the matter, Stri? Isn't this what 
you wanted? | mean I was fucking leaving!" Morgan spat and he could feel his hands clench 
into fists. 


"But you just had to push, didn't you? Because I wasn't playing your stupid game. I hadn't 
been responding to your usual jabs. So you just had to poke me again, didn't you? Because if 
I don't snap at you then how can you play the victim?" He taunted, words burning with cold 
fury. "Well... You got what you wanted, right? Here. I. Am." And he jerked his hands out of 
his pocket to gesture broadly and every single one of the heroes braced for impact, like he 
was going to attack them. It was laughable really, especially as Peony's pink shield had 
shimmered into existence for a split second to protect all of them from him. To separate them 
from him. 


Morgan could feel the ice starting to crack underneath his feet as any trust he'd built up with 
them before this was being torn down bit by bit in front of him. And the only person to blame 
was himself. Still he continued. Fuck it. Just let it all burn . 


Morgan scoffed at them, the malice dripping from his words now like an icy rain." Me . The 
mean ol' villain is picking on you. And look . You even have backup and witnesses . Now's 
your chance. So the floor is yours , Strider." And he gestured to the ground between their 
opposing sides. " Speak up. " 


Morgan could see Strider swallow several times and he could see the small vibrations in his 
hand. The shaking from nerves but on fast forward. And he still wouldn't hold Morgan's gaze. 
He was afraid, that much was clear. Which meant either he couldn't or wouldn't respond. And 
the longer the sticky silence grew, the more it became apparent no one else was going to 
either. 


Eventually Morgan snorted and shook his head, finally breaking eye contact with the little 
group. He could feel his lips pull up into what some might call a grin, but there was no humor 
in it, just bitterness and pain. "Yeah... that's what I'd figured. You're nothing but a coward in 
wolf's clothing..." 


And he turned from the little tense cluster of heroes and grabbed his scarf." Thanks for 
insisting we do this, Mom... It was just a delight. " Morgan laughed coldly. 


"Oh, and a word of warning for you Strider..." Morgan began as he looped his scarf over his 
head. Then he shot his brother one more look of utter disdain. "Jt is getting harder and 
harder to remember that you're family these days... So do keep that in mind." And he turned 
for the door. 


" Enjoy the pie ." Morgan spat as he stepped out into the chilly night air. He pulled the door 
closed behind him with a sharp click. 


Morgan made it back to his apartment before the ice finally shattered. Before the endless 
suffocating darkness pulled him under. It had been a while since he'd hit bottom like this. 
Since there was nothing left inside him besides the worthlessness and the loneliness. When 
the only thoughts he had were the vile ones. The ones that told him just how much of a fuck 
up he actually was. The ones that made him start to believe that he really was just a waste of 
space. 


He didn’t reach for the lights. He didn't want to see his self-pity or the inevitable tears that 
would come from this bout of uselessness. He tugged the coat off and threw it somewhere the 
hell away from him. And the scarf went with it. He was shaking- No, not just shaking... 
hyperventilating. And he hated that too. Hated that he would get so wound up that his own 
body would forget how to fucking breathe right. He hated the hiccupping breaths and the 
light headedness and the burning in his chest and how his nose would tingle from a lack of 
oxygen. 


He made his way into the kitchen and grabbed down the vodka. The cap went somewhere 
after he finally got it off with shaking fingers. He didn't stop to look for it. He wasn't going to 
need it anyways. He lifted the bottle and drank. It burned . And it sucked. And honestly he 
hated vodka but he also didn't want to be conscious anymore so this was the fastest way to 
take care of that. 


He coughed and hacked for breath after the first swig. But he didn't slide to the shitty 
linoleum floor until after his third- or maybe fourth pull. He was undoubtedly going to throw 
up after this, but even that didn't matter. He didn't care as long as he could drown out the 
unbearable self-hatred that whispered terrible, but... but true, things to him. 


He hated this. 


He hated being like this. 


He just hated being at all. 


His phone buzzed somewhere in the apartment... probably wherever the jacket had gone. 
Whoever it was... clearly they didn't actually need him. Especially not like this . Not while 
his stomach churned and his chest ached and his heart beat too quickly. Not while his eyes 
burned with tears and the painful truth ate away at him. 


He wasn't ever going to be good enough. 


He took another swing and felt the world swirl a bit as he jerked his head back down. The 
heat of the alcohol was a nice counter balance to all that cold hatred. It made him almost 
forget why he was drinking in the first place. 


Fire and Ice... 


Why couldn't they love me like that? 


Why couldn't that be real ? 


Why... why can't I have that too? 


Why do I always do this? 


Why isn't my best ever good enough? 


Darkness pulled at his vision as he pressed his face into his knees to muffle the sobbing 
breaths. And Morgan just waited for unconsciousness to take him. 


Chapter 15 


Chapter Notes 


No comfort to the hurt just yet. But might I offer you some more pining as a balm for 
your wounded feelings? 


Lol, this is a companion piece to last chapter's introspection, but this time ft. Alex. 
Enjoy~ 


See the end of the chapter for more notes 


Alex, 5:06pm: Wanna go to Paris? 


Morgan, 5:06pm: Yes, but I cant 


Morgan, 5:06pm: Ive already got plans tonight 


Alex, 5:07pm: 


Morgan, 5:07pm: Sorry dude 


Morgan, 5:08pm: Why Paris 


Alex, 5:09pm: I wanna see if I can actually bend the eiffel tower into a pretzel. 


Morgan, 5:09pm: Pfft like a cartoon 


Alex, 5:10pm: Yeah why not? Someone will absolutely try to stop me and then I can get 
a free fight out of it too! 


Morgan, 5:10pm: Lol have fun dude 


Morgan, 5:10pm: I cant wait to see it on the news 


"...well shit." Alex muttered as he dropped his phone back onto his desk and leaned back. He 
didn't actually want to go twist the eiffel tower up, that had mostly been a goofy ploy to get 
Morgan to come hangout with him. But now if he didn't at least go harass Paris, Morgan 
would know Alex had just been trying to entice him into spending time together. 


He folded his hands over his stomach and put his feet up on the pristine black glass of his 
desktop and he sighed loudly into the empty office. He knew better than to just teleport 
Morgan to him... Especially not after the last time . He had stil] been finding those dump 
little 3D printed dick things all over his lair up until it had been destroyed. Morgan must have 
hidden hundreds of them all over the goddamn place. And then there was the glitter bomb air 
vent incident... 


No. No, Alex really shouldn’t just teleport Morgan places against his will. Even if I want to... 
The man was a proper terror when he wanted to be. Maggie should never have let him get 
that damned 3D printer in the first place... Now he has a whole army of them... Besides, 
Alex wanted Morgan to want to hang out with him... If he was busy then, that was that. 


Alex just sighed again and sat up to poke at and slide his shakeanium encased phone around 
his desk. He and Morgan hadn't been able to hangout in weeks , either he had been called out 
by a space biker gang for a fight out past Centuri 5 or Morgan had been in the middle of 
stealing new tech for his next big heist. Alex was pretty sure his target was a British palace 
but he couldn't remember which one specifically. Something about the Fife Tiara... He knew 
could probably just look it up but Morgan would be happy to just fill him in again the next 
time they talked. Everytime Morgan got new information about a target or the security 
system or the building's flaws or anything related to his plans he'd basically tell Alex first 
chance he got while they'd been living together. And now that he didn't have his friend 
popping up at his elbow every so often Alex was discovering he seriously missed it. 


It's fine. He'll just update me on everything the next time we talk... if we manage to find the 
time... 


Alex just let his head drop onto his folded arms at that dower thought. He really hadn't 
wanted Morgan to move out... He knew he had gotten very accustomed to just having 
Morgan here- around, all the time. And the last few months had been so nice. They'd gotten 
to enjoy all of the luxuries his new lair had and they still got to be roommates... 


Somewhere along the way Alex had just started assuming Morgan would be living there with 
him now. It had been a stupid assumption, but after living with Morgan for so long this time 
around, he'd gotten attached to having his friend live with him. Over the last year or so 
Morgan had moved from being a comfortable person to be around to being a part of his 
comfort zone. Hell, now Morgan is a big part of it... And he wasn't available. Which had left 
Alex feeling very stupid as he moped around his quarters every 5 days in 7 for the last month 
or So. 


It was like he was off backpacking" in Brazil again... 


Except, it was nothing like that. Because they were still able to text each other everyday and 
it had only been like, a month instead of 8. This wasn't even the first time they'd moved back 
out to live on their own before! ...To be fair, Alex had basically just lived in Morgan's 
apartment by himself for most of that first time but Morgan had been there for some of it. 
This time, however, Morgan had been home for nearly all of it. He'd had a few week-long 
heists here and there, but nothing like that wild goosechase he'd led Barnaby on, starting in 
Brazil and then going all over South America and then most of Central Europe, back when 
they were first really becoming friends. 


So why was it hitting Alex so hard this time!? 


What's different about now ? 


Alex sighed again and sat up. He flipped his phone over and unlocked it so he could type a 
few commands in to take him back to the top of his messages with Morgan. Alex had 
replaced his phone about a dozen times since then but he had everything saved still and 
maybe the old messages would be enlightening... 


God... Has it really been over 4 years now? 


Once at the top he scrolled through the first month of awkward texting that had transpired 
while they, but primarily Alex , had to figure out how to have an actual conversation again 
and not just issuing commands. But it hadn’t taken long, because soon they were actually 

making plans to hangout, like for fun and everything. Alex had just learned that the newly 


minted D-tier villain had a heroic family but clearly wasn't associating with them and that he 
wasn't some kind of plant to get at Alex... He could still remember the strange relief he'd felt 
upon discovering that Morgan was just exactly who he appeared to be. It meant Alex could 
still talk to him and he'd found himself genuinely happy to get to keep this new 
acquaintanceship. 


Then Alex grimaced as he got to the first set of messages where Morgan seriously freaked 
out after one of Alex's nastier fights. He had gone toe to toe with 16 A-tier heroes after about 
a year of planning on their part. It had been vicious . Several city blocks had been leveled. 
And Alex had actually ended up pretty hurt, like he had to take a few days to recover. ... But 
he had only been able to do that after he got out of the Eternity Area. 


He'd been winning, obviously, but the sneaky bastards managed to get 12, or maybe 13?, 
power suppressors locked onto him throughout the fight. Usually it wouldn't have mattered, 
because he could just overload cuffs, but he'd been enjoying letting them think they were 
‘succeeding’. Except he hadn't realized they'd gotten an Eternity Area transporter gun set up 
nearby. Not an easy feat, Alex was certain. But that meant the whole fight had been a setup to 
stall for time so they could zap him into another plane. Very unoriginal ...Effective, but 
unoriginal. 


It had taken him about 3 weeks before he'd managed to overload the suppressors and access 
one of the handy little powers he'd picked up at some point. This one let him tear open 
doorways between planes and he'd been able to escape. It took a huge amount of effort for 
him to do much of anything while the damping nothingness of the Eternity Area held him in 
place, but of course he had managed it. So he'd freed himself... and then seriously wanted a 
nap. 


Morgan however had been genuinely worried about him. He'd gotten several texts right away 
after the fight and then several more every few days afterwards, of Morgan just checking in 
to see if he was back. By the end of the third week and just a few days before he'd escaped, 
Morgan had actually said he'd found the location of the transporter gun and was working on a 
way to get it. But then Alex had just messaged him, "Lol, why though?" 


And Morgan panic texted him for like 5 minutes until Alex had finally just called him to 
laugh at his friend's worry. Morgan had been pissed, and really hurt, Alex had later realized. 
It was the first time Alex had apologized to Morgan for something he'd done. 


"Of course I was worried, you bastard!" Morgan snapped out, "We're friends aren't we? And 
I hadn't heard from you in literal weeks! " 


Alex at the time hadn’t realized that that's what they were. He hadn't understood that they 
were friends now. And... He hadn't meant for that to happen, to be friends with Morgan. But 
he also really really didn't want it to Not be friends either. So he'd apologized for laughing 
and ended up reassuring Morgan that nothing the heroes could throw at him would take him 
out, just delay him a little while, if that. 


But then their friendship had really started to grow. Nearly every week they'd had something 
planned. As he scrolled, Alex remembered the time Morgan had asked for his help with a 
burglar, only to end up holding a flashlight. Or to hangout in the car as the getaway driver. 
The requests had been so- so mundane, and much to his surprise, Alex had actually enjoyed 
doing those mundane things so much because of it. Because Morgan didn't want the 
Devourer's help, he wanted Alex's . He wanted his friend's . That all by itself had meant so 
fucking much to Alex, even if he hadn't been capable of understanding it at the time. He 
hadn't been... very human back then. 


But then Alex's lair had gotten thrashed and he'd asked if he could crash with Morgan. And 
Morgan had said yes, which surprised him quite a bit. J still can't believe he wanted me to 
stay just so he wouldn't have to clean... And then there had been the ghost costume. Alex 
grinned as he came across the pictures Morgan had sent to him from that night. He ended up 
switching over to his camera roll just to swipe through the photos easier. Morgan had 
documented that whole night and Alex had had a fucking blast. The absurdity of it all. The 
talking cat and that danger prone guy, Delaney, Alex kept nabbing only for Morgan to tie him 
up and leave him somewhere for his friends to find him. It had been a riot! 


Alex grinned down at the photo of himself and Morgan at the end of that night. Morgan had 
his headset hanging around his neck, face a little sweaty, hair held back in a short messy tail, 
and his arm flung around Alex. And then himself also looking a little ragged but still in half 
the fluorescent ghost, hair held back with a headband and earpiece resting on his shoulder. 
They both were beaming into the phone camera Morgan was holding. 


"...good times." He chuckled before finally swiping to the next picture. It was one of Alex 
and Morgan chilling on Morgan's old sofa. And the next was a sneaky picture Alex had 
snapped of Barnaby ransacking the apartment. And then a few pictures Alex had taken of the 
fake plants he'd been watering to text his friend in outrage. But Morgan had ditched his phone 
somewhere by then so he hadn't replied. Alex, in retribution, had turned several of them into 


real plants just out of spite. And thus far Morgan hadn't killed any of them. Actually I think 
the aloe has started flowering... 


But that time period had been Alex's stint of well... just being Alex. He'd kept up his 'secret 
identity’ as an innocent roommate for nearly three months. He hadn't needed to but... Well 
he'd wanted to. He had wanted to just see what it was like again to just wander through the 
city without people staring at him or panicking. As it turns out it was quite boring, but... It 
was also a kind of normalice his life had lacked since before high school. And then his lair 
had been fixed and he sort of put back on his cape and went back to being the Devouret.... 
except on the weekends. He'd go back to Morgan's apartment to check on the plants and get 
the mail and... do normal person things. 


He swiped through several more photos of just ordinary things he'd taken pictures of, before 
he'd got to a candid of Morgan. His friend was mid laugh and behind the wheel of his little 
four-door. The background outside the car was a gorgeous pink and purple desert sunset. It 
was from that absurd roadtrip they'd taken. Alex had found it perfectly ridiculous, especially 
since Morgan had only been back in the states for like 2 months before he foisted this plan 
onto Alex. His reasoning had been, "Yeah, but all that was for work. This'll just be for fun!" 


And Alex had agreed. J usually seem to... It had been a lot of fun, just like Morgan had 
predicted, and Alex had even gotten to commit a few violent atrocities during the trip. Maybe 
we should try to do something like that again... Alex thought to himself as he continued to 
swipe. Still looking for any indication as to why he felt so out of sorts this time around when 
he couldn’t hangout with Morgan. 


... Okay well, more out of sorts. 


Now that he was thinking back to the backpacking incident, he really had missed Morgan 
quite a bit. More than he thought he would have. Yeah, they'd spent like 6 months basically 
hanging out regularly but he'd gotten along just fine before that. And instead of moping 
around his lair he'd... moped around Morgan's apartment. He'd even done the whole normal 
person thing for a while... Just because he didn't feel up to being The Devourer all the time. 
So this wasn't like... totally out of the norm for him. Still he felt more unhappy about it this 
time around and he couldn't put his finger on why. 


So he'd kept scrolling and reached several pictures of the jungle (mis)adventure, including 
one of him taking a selfie of Morgan taking a selfie of Ohio James in the background chasing 


them on a motorcycle. Alex had been driving and Morgan had been the one throwing traps 
out to get the obnoxious archeologist off their tail. Alex had had his first real fight with 
Morgan only a week before but... Well he'd learned his lesson. Morgan didn't want him to do 
things for him , not like that. Not for heists or burglaries or anything. He just wanted to share 
his fun with Alex. It was for the adventure and adrenaline and memories, not the money. 


"... though the money does help~" Morgan snickered as he counted through a stack of bills 
after selling off the artifact. 


He was smiling as continued scrolling, until he reached a picture of him and someone other 
that Morgan or his parents. His grimace quickly became a sneer the longer he looked that the 
image. It was a picture of him and his ‘wife’. He had deleted most of the photos from that 
time period after he'd murdered her but... He'd kept this one. She'd looked so happy and in 
love and he... Well, he looked like he was faking it. Just by swiping between this photo and 
the previous one of him smiling at something Morgan had said while in a hoodie and sweats, 
anyone could easily see that. It wasn't that he regretted what he'd done, or anything. In fact, it 
was a scheme he still relished in. They had all needed a reminder. The whole fucking world 
had. 


I. Am. Not. To. Be. Fucked. With. 


And after the last 9 months of him either playing 'the roommate' or going off on a road trip or 
on a jungle heist, people began to forget just who he was. So he reminded them. He just... 
He wished he hadn't hurt Morgan in the process. 


Morgan had forgiven him, of course, but... He still felt guilty for just not even considering 
what it all might look like to Morgan. He'd spent those 6 months of heroism thinking about 
just how much he'd rather be hangout with his best friend, or murdering those dumb 
motherfuckers, but he hadn't even once thought of what he was going to need to do to make 
up for it. He'd just been thinking about himself. About how seeing Morgan again would make 
him happier. So he had kept this photo, it was a reminder for himself that he needed to really 
consider how his actions would affect the few people in his life he held dear. 


The next series of photos were much happier ones. He'd been right, Cancun had been a great 
place for a vacation. He and Morgan hadn't even needed to do anything illegal to have fun 
either. Mostly we just did touristy shit and talked... 


But then Alex stopped scrolling as flipped to the next photo. His breath caught in his throat 
and his heart started to pound in his chest. It was another picture of him and Morgan... It had 
been taken about a year ago, just before his lair had gotten destroyed again. And it looked 
nearly identical to the one of him and Elise from before. It was practically the same pose and 
everything. Morgan leaning into him instead of the A-tier hero. Their faces close together, 
both wearing casual clothes with the background hard to make out because it was really just a 
shot of their upturned faces. Morgan was the one holding the phone instead of Elise, and 
Alex's cat's eyes weren't disguised this time. But they were both just grinning into the camera 
exactly like the previous photo... Except this time the person who looked in love was Alex. 


...It's different this time because I'm in love with him. 


"oh... oh hell ." 


Edit 9/19/23 

Here is the link to the mini fic that I wrote based around the most recent tiktoks from 
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Alex did end up wreaking havoc throughout Paris, but only because it was a handy 
distraction... But Paris had been nearly 6 days ago and Alex's realization hadn't gotten any 
easier to swallow. In fact, it had gotten worse. Because it now put the last 4 years of his life 
into a very different perspective. 


He sighed heavily and let his breath propel himself a little faster through his drift in Earth's 
lower orbit. He liked coming up here sometimes when he just needed to stop and think. The 
inky blackness, the cool air, the silence, and the picturesque view of his big blue rock... 
What's not to love? He actually used to come up here all the time in high school to just... 
drift. It was nice especially while trying to deal with the swirling chaos of being a teenager 
and having superpowers. He'd actually ended up cleaning up a lot of the space junk as his 
community service project. 


It looks like it could use it again though... The thought as another chunk of debris floated by. 
Except instead of throwing into the sun like last time, maybe he could just figure out who'd 
left it up here and play a game of darts on a global scale. His aim really wasn't half bad from 
all the way up here... Death by space junk... What a humiliating way to die... But a damn 
good way to get rid of a few obnoxious billionaires... 


But Alex let the debris float by without incident. That would have to be a project for another 
day. Now he was just... drifting. 


Drifting and thinking... 


He sighed again, and let his lounging form continue to float through the weightless dark. 


I'm in love with Morgan. 


Thinking it still brought a surge of panic to his chest, but not the flat denials this time. 
Because- because it was true. He was in love with Morgan. At Christmas- what he'd felt- 
what he'd finally acknowledged, hadn't been a crush. He was so far past crush now... The 
problem- er, well one of them, was that he didn't know when it had all started to change on 
him. 


He couldn't just put his finger down on a point and declare that this was when his feelings 
had started to grow into something more than just platonic... And that made his belly try to 
turn flips. Because he can't have been in love with Morgan the whole time, that's just not how 
people work. Love isn't all at once. It takes time and it builds and then it just is... So he'd 
been friends with Morgan in the beginning and then three years had past and now he was 
here... and in love. Somewhere in there he had gone from friends to best friends to crush to 
love to in Jove and he hadn't even noticed it happening. 


Or maybe love and friendship ran on separate tracks? 


Maybe it had been from friends to best friends. While at some other point the crush had 
started and it grew into love and then being in love? 


But that still didn't help him much either. Because he still didn't know when his crush had 
even started! All he knew for certain was that a year ago he was clearly already in love, or at 
least well on his way to it, and that changing Morgan's ringtone to 'Jenny' might not have 
been as much of a joke as he'd first thought it was... 


He'd done that while dating Elise... He'd thought it'd be funny because you know... He was a 
hero now so he'd ruined his friendship with Morgan. Except... He'd also been pretending to 
be in love with someone he very much wasn't, while... while pining for his friend. And that's 
what he'd been doing. Pining . 


Hell, that's what he'd been doing for the last 5 weeks... He missed Morgan. He missed him a 
whole hell of a lot and he just- just wanted to spend time with him again... To be with him. 
To talk and joke and to just... exist in the same room together because being around Morgan 
just made him fee/ so much better! 


"...but how the fuck am I supposed to do that now?” He complained into the void. 


Because now- now he knew he was in love with his best friend. He had finally accepted that's 
what these feelings are, that's what they're called. He couldn't just live in denial anymore. So 
how was he supposed to look Morgan in the face and just- just deal with that!? 


Should he tell him? Should he not? Should he just pretend nothing had changed? 


"What am I supposed to do? Just go up to him and say 'Oh hey Morgan I think we- we 
should date now?' or- or 'T want to- to kiss your stupid face'?" Alex ranted. But he couldn't 
even get the words out properly and Morgan wasn't even here. He dragged his hands over his 
face to try and rub away the flush on his cheeks while he groaned. 


And then there was the literal years of comments and looks he'd been getting from Morgan's 
henchmen and Alex's own minions about this. Because god! They'd all fucking seen it. Seen 
his feelings clearly enough to try and tease him about it and he'd just brushed them off. Just 
willfully pretended his feelings weren't at all romantic and that they didn't know what they 
were talking about. He wanted to go crawl into a hole and not come out again. 


Love really does make you stupid... 


But as his heart settled again and his face felt less hot, the edges of fear crept in. Because he 
was- he was afraid. Not of rejection, but of loss... He didn't actually want to ruin their 
friendship. He didn't want to lose Morgan. He didn't want to even risk losing his friend at all. 
That much had been made hideously clear to him last July after Morgan had been tortured. 


The D-tier villain had been hurt before... but not like that. Not 5-hours of surgery and an 
induced coma and collapsed lungs. And it had scared Alex. It had terrified him. Because he 
didn't think he could handle losing Morgan... And if Morgan decided he didn't want to be 
around Alex anymore because Alex had fallen for him... That would be almost as bad. 


Alex pulled his knees in a bit and closed his eyes. He'd always sort of figured love was 
supposed to make you feel good, to make you happy. That's what he'd seen from his parents 
and from other people and tv and books and basically everywhere... But none of them talked 
about how frightening it was. About how vulnerable it made them. 


He wasn't used to that. It had been a very very long time since Alex had felt vulnerable... At 
least that had been true until he'd met Morgan, until he'd realized that someone else held his 
heart. 


".. what do I do?" He whispered to the vast emptiness and just like always it had nothing to 
say back. 


Alex wandered into his kitchen with no real motivation. He needed to eat breakfast but his 
desire to cook was very low and after his several hours sojourn in low orbit he didn't feel like 
going somewhere either. So he just opened his fridge and hoped motivation would strike him. 


Instead his phone buzzed. So Alex pulled it out of his pocket to check it as he continued to 
procrastinate. It was a text. It was a text from Morgan. It was a vaguely concerning text from 
Morgan. 


Morgan, 7:32am: Hey are you free to talk 


Alex stared at the little text bubble for several long seconds before his thumbs managed to 
type out a reply. It wasn't like this was the first message he'd received from Morgan since 
Paris and- well all of his panicked introspection. They'd still been texting everyday but... 
‘free to talk' usually meant on the phone which was not Morgan's preferred form of 
communication. Which meant this was probably something. 


Alex, 7:33am: Sure what's up? 


Alex watched as the little 'Read' sign popped up just under the message. And then his phone 
started to ring in his hand. He hurriedly answered if only to silence the first few bars of 
‘Jenny' before it flustered him further. Fuck I need to change that... 


"Hey..." Morgan said, his tired sigh crackled over the phone. 


"Hey... What's up?" Alex asked bracing for... something. He still wasn't sure for what but he 
was already kind of jumpy so better safe than sorry. 


What he got instead was a warm laugh made tinny but the phone speaker, "Ha! ... God . It's 
good to hear your voice..." Morgan chuckled. Then he paused before saying in a bit of a 
rush, "I just... Look I've been kinda a shitty friend last month and I was just wondering if 
you... I dunno wanted to go get pizza or something?" And he sounded so hesitant over the 
phone. So worried that Alex wasn't going to say yes. "I know that it'd basically be breakfast 
pizza for you but..." 


"I- Yes." Alex said once Morgan had trailed off. Then he quickly added. "Uh, yeah, that'd 
actually be great. I was just staring into my fridge hoping it would spontaneously produce a 
meal." He joked trying to keep from letting his nerves show through. 


"Can't you just do that though?" Morgan asked on snicker. 


"Well, I mean... yeah but... It's like cheating. And my mom would somehow know if I had." 
Alex replied, grinned when he heard Morgan snort. 


"Pfft! Yeah, that sounds just like her." He laughed in agreement. "So... um, how about we 
meet at Marino's in like 15 minutes?" 


"Sure, that sounds great." 


"Awesome... Uh, see you then." Morgan said before hanging up. 


As hia phone blinked from the black call screen back to his message thread with Morgan, 
Alex frowned down at his phone. That didn't need to be a phone call... But Morgan had still 
called anyway... And then as he read the last handful of texts from yesterday and realized 
what he hadn't noticed earlier. 


For the last week or so Morgan had been responding to his texts like right away. Even though 
it absolutely would have been the middle of the night there in Capital City. But still all of his 
responses had been basically immediate, hardly a few minutes between them at the longest. 
Which meant Morgan had to have been awake at odd hours of the night all week. That wasn't 
necessarily bad... per se. Morgan had insomnia. Sometimes he was just up at random times, 
but... His quick responses had been consistent throughout the week no matter the time. 


Something heavily started to settle in the pit of Alex's stomach. 


... why had Morgan apologized for being a bad friend? 


Neither of them had been really free in January. That wasn't Morgan's fault. The lead weight 
started to grow thorns as instinct began to tell him that something was wrong. That something 
had been wrong with Morgan just now. Something in his tone or his words was setting off 
warning bells in Alex’s head. 


Alex stuffed his phone into his pocket and went to go grab his coat. He didn't care if he was 
early, he just needed to go. And go now. 
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Alex was early, but that wasn’t a bad thing. As he strolled into Marino’s, there were a few 
moments of stunned silence from the surrounding guests, but the staff- well the older staff, 
handled the situation as professionally as always. The manager was quickly paged and she 
greeted Alex warmly, her easy manner seemed to soothe a lot of the stunned customers seated 
nearest to the host stand. One of the guest’s, a boy about 15, started to raise his phone to 
record Alex not even bothering to hide it. A waiter, Rubio, walked by and very politely 
shoved the boy's hand down. Alex smirked just a little. There was a reason this was his 
favorite pizza place. 


And not just because it was owned by the mob. 


Marlania chatted with Alex for the few minutes it took to get his usual corner booth ready. It 
was just idle pleasantries but Alex had enough respect for the woman to carry on the 
conversation. When one of the younger wait staff gave her the signal she gestured for Alex to 
walk with her to his table. 


“.. $0 are you dining alone Mr. Alex or should I tell our host to keep an eye out for Morgan?” 
Marlania chuckled. 


Alex only floundered for a second before responding, “Ha, you know our habits too well. 
Yes, Morgan will be here shortly.” 


“Well it’s not often we have guests with your reputation. We do what we can to make your 
continued patronage as simple as possible.” She hummed and gestured for him to sit. “Shall I 
tell Ariel to get started on your usual then?” 


Alex shed his coat and then slid into the booth, “Yes, thank you.” 


“Would you like our wine menu?” 


“Not tonight.” 


“Waters and cokes then?” 


“Yes.” 


And with a nod she left. Alex, still ignoring the pathetic attempts at covert staring from the 
other patrons, pulled out his phone to pretend to look busy. Really he just needed to take a 
few minutes to better compose himself before Morgan arrived. He wasn’t even certain that 
something was wrong. He was just... feeling uneasy because there might be something 
wrong. [ts not like he’s hurt. Alex would have gotten a call from the hospital since he was an 
emergency contact... So if anything it might just be a stress thing. P erhaps something in his 
heist planning isn t working? 


Alex puffed out a breath and glanced out the large window next to him, letting his chin rest 
on his hand. The sky was a little overcast, so the clouds and the city’s own light pollution 
blocked out most of the stars. Alex could still see them of course but most held little interest 
for him and with only the narrow strip provided to him between the soaring skyscrapers it 
wasn’t like could see much of the sky to begin with. But the window was tinted so passers-by 
couldn’t peer in at the customers eating, which meant Alex could watch the hustle and bustle 
of Capital City’s nightlife flow by unnoticed. Most were young people heading from one bar 
to the next or couples heading out for a bit of fun. He saw one caped moron swing up onto a 
building across the way and pose heroically. No one on the streets below appeared to notice 
and Alex had to stifle a laugh when the hero seemed to almost deflate. 


If you want to stand out then dont wear black and fight crime at night, dipshit. 


But to amuse himself Alex lifted a finger and pointed at the hero. He flicked his finger and 
the caped crusader went sailing away as though body slammed from a telekinetic shove, and 
Alex smirked as they vanished over the edge of the roof. [f you got yourself up there then you 
should be prepared to fall from up there too. When he didn’t hear a splat or screaming a few 
seconds later, he figured the hero was fine. Shame. But that had been a handy little distraction 
and Alex felt much better for it. He turned back to glance at his phone- 


And then he was slammed in the chest by a wave of absolute relief. Morgan ’ relief. Alex 
whipped his head up to the front door and the host station and met Morgan’s gaze. Alex felt 
his breath catch in his chest and he- well, he slowed down time for a second. He needed to. 
Suddenly, there was a Jot he needed to process. 


First there was just how fired his friend looked. Like in the bone tired. Like so past exhausted 
he was back to functioning again, tired. Alex had seen Morgan get circles under his eyes like 
that a handful of times and usually it was when the D-tier villain was brooding over some 
heist or another and Alex hadn’t been by to check on him and boop him into sleep. That by 
itself wasn’t really that big of a deal though. 


Neither was Morgan’s attire. He was wearing comfort clothes. The old ratty flannel and a 
long sleeve shirt that he must have had for half his life. The too big hoodie with the broken 
zipper and the fur around the hood. The jeans that were worn thin in the knees and frayed at 
the bottom from dragging. His old work boots, with all the scuffs and the steel toes, ones that 
definitely still had blood on them. Yeah, if Morgan had been having a rough time with a heist, 
or really life in general, he reverted back to dressing like the broke college kid he never was. 
Still not something that was really worth noting. 


Even the fact that it looked like he had just showered wasn’t really particularly interesting. 
Yeah he was usually a morning shower-er but still, whatever. 


What was an issue as Alex saw it, was two fold and it made all the rest of the other things 
look like symptoms instead of happenstance. First, Alex could still feel Morgan’s emotions. 
Which... Fuck. He hadn’t lived with Morgan for over a month and it hadn’t stopped! That 
had been like 2/3rds of the reason he hadn’t pushed to hang out with Morgan was so that this 
stupid empathy thing would go away . But clearly a month wasn’t long enough and at this 
point Alex didn’t think he could handle much longer unless forced to. 


And second, and it was a big second, Morgan was overwhelmed with relief at seeing Alex. 
And that would have left Alex confused all on its own... but it wasn’t just relief. It was also 
desperate and painful and stricken. It felt like something thorny and writhing with tendrils 
that made Alex think of living barbed wire that constricted as it tore at the relief. The pain 
tried to snuff it out, to hollow out the joy and the excitement and all of it. All the usual happy 
things Morgan might feel at getting to spend time with Alex after an extended break. It was 
awful. And absolutely nothing in Morgan’s smile even hinted at all that scraping 
hideousness. He just looked like... Morgan. A tired, but happy, Morgan. 


... What the fuck... 


And then time caught back up with him and Morgan’s smile became a grin. He waved and 
said something to the host. The host replied but Morgan waved him down. And then he was 
picking his way through the restaurant over towards Alex, with that little excited cheer his 
movements got when he was giddy about something. It took everything Alex had to not stand 
up and grab Morgan. To demand that he tell him which hero or villain or whoever the fuck 
had done that to him. Had cursed him with this twisting sticky agony. So Alex could then go 
remove their ribs. One. At. A. Time. So he could shove his hand into their chest and pull each 
shard of bone out while they Gurgled and Screamed. 


“Heeeeey~” Morgan laughed as he dropped onto the bench opposite Alex and started tugging 
off his hoodie while trying to keep his flannel on. 


Alex just stared at him. He couldn’t not. He was waiting for something- for anything. Any 
kind of indication that his friend was in a truly oppressive amount of emotional pain. And it 
never came. He could still feel the bubbly joy and delight that radiated from Morgan. And 
with it was that underlayer of suffocating anguish that was trying to tug the escaping 
emotions back down into that writhing void. What the actual fuck... 


Morgan squinted at Alex a bit, he looked- spooked??? But that couldn’t possibly be right. 
Alex didn’t get spooked. Except by very loud toasters. “... you good, dude?” 


Finally Alex managed to string two words together. “ Are you ? ” It wasn’t what he meant to 
say but, it was too late now. 


“Yeah, man. I mean... I’m fuckin exhausted and the last week has sucked majorly but I’m 
good.” Morgan said with a shrug. But Alex still was searching his face for something. 
“Wwwwwhy?” 


Alex opened his mouth to ask again, to ask more specifically about his emotions but... That 
seemed like it might be a bad idea. Morgan obviously didn’t want to elaborate on whatever 
the fuck that mess of feelings was so, now probably wasn’t the right time to push. “Uh... no 
reason.” 


Morgan rolled his eyes. “Oh-kay, I know we haven’t seen each other in like a month. But I 
can still tell when you're lying, Alex.” 


“We- I, uh, maybe we can talk about it later...”” Alex hedged. “It’s not... pressing.” 
Apparently. But it sure feels like it should be... 


“Suuuure.” Morgan snorted. “Now that we’ve gotten through your usual amount of 
weirdness.” And Morgan just gestured to all of Alex. “Did you order already?” 


“T- Hey! I don’t have a usual amount of weirdness!” Alex protested. “But yes. And we should 
be getting our drinks soon.” 


“Oh dude... You soooo do.” He laughed and leaned back into the booth's backrest. God... I 
really missed him. 


"I do not. " Alex said, crossing his arms. But Morgan just smiled back at his scowl. 


"Alex... Alex you sometimes start conversations with how murdering someone made you 
think of what you wanted for dinner." Morgan snorted. 


"So? That's not weird. It's just homicidal." 


Morgan leveled a look at Alex, but when the S-tier villain just made a 'so? what's your point' 
face back so Morgan went on. "You once spent 4 hours in my bathroom sawing off your own 
hand to try and put it back on right, after you /et the heroes cut it off. And then you just left 
the blood all over the place. You have a baseline weird that anyone who wants to interact 
with you has to get over or else they will run screaming from the room." 


Alex just huffed, "... well then they aren't worth knowing in the first place... And I am sorry 
about the blood. Really I just hadn't thought about it." 


"It was on the ceiling... " And Morgan just rubbed a hand over his face, but even despite 
remembering that particularly gruesome scene his smile never wavered. 


"Arterial spray will do that." 


"Baseline. Weird." 


"Yeah, well... So do you." Alex retorted, fighting his own grin at this point. When Morgan 
just raised his brows, Alex went on, "Dominos and handcuffs..." 


"Oh-kay. That was for a death trap and you know it." 


"That doesn't make it /ess weird." 


"... alright, point." And then he held Alex's gaze for a second. The pair erupted into giggles. 
Morgan had to put his head down, he was shaking so hard as he tried to muffle his laughter. 
Alex wasn't doing much better. 


Finally when Morgan managed to catch his breath he just beamed at Alex." Fuck , 1 
seriously missed you. This was one /ong ass month, ugh." 


"Tell me about it. I went to fight a biker gang in space and it was still tedious." 


Morgan was about to ask about the fight when their server arrived with their drinks. 


"Here you are, gentlemen..." They said in that usual chipper customer service voice. "And 
your pizza should be ready in about 10 minutes. Is there anything else I can get for you?" 


"Uh, yes actually. Can we get an order of those garlic knots you guys make?" Morgan asked. 


"Sure thing. I'll bring 'em right out." And they left. 


Alex shot Morgan a questioning look. But he just shrugged, "What? I'm hungry. Turns out 
when you work out everyday for like 4 months you put on enough muscle mass that it makes 
you hungrier a lot more often." 


Alex just snorted. "No shit." 


"Shut up. I got used to eating like a gremlin and now I actually have to deal with, like 
nutrition and stuff." 


"Fucking finally ." Alex replied, rolling his eyes. 


"It was easier to just eat like a gremlin..." Morgan grumbled but when he did actually take 
the time to make proper meals he felt better. Adulting sucks. 


"Easier usually means it's not the best option and you know it." 


"Ugh... Tell me about the space biker gang or whatever." Morgan complained trying to get 
Alex to change the subject. 


"Well it was more like a space biker... cult? I guess." 


"You guess ???" 


"Yeah, it really wasn't that clear. They were mostly pissed at me because my existence 
‘invalidated their god’ or something so they wanted to kill me to prove that their beliefs were 
real... I think. They talked for a Jong time and I stopped listening after about 2 minutes." 
Alex explained. "But while they babbled I realized that they reminded me a lot of that car 
movie you made me watch." 


"Which one?" 


"It had the like electric guitar amp car thing and the silver spray paint... They shouted like 
"Watch me' or something before they sacrificed themselves." 


"They said 'witness me.' And Mad Max?" Morgan asked. 


"Yeah that's the one!" Alex confirmed. "They were like giving off major Mad Max vibes. 
They had like apocalyptic-esque gear and stuff and we even fought in like this big ass desert. 
It was great ." 


"... How is your life like this?" Morgan asked incredulously. "Like... I robbed a tech firm, 
which was just an office building. And you recreated a Mad Max movie by accident. ” 


Alex just shrugged. “Boredom mostly...” 


Morgan snorted and shook his head. “Alright. Well now you have to tell me the coolest part 
of the fight.” 


Alex beamed. “Okay- So, I grabbed hold of the leader dudes like, spaceship bike thing. 
Imagine like a hoverbike mixed with a stealth bomber.” When Morgan nodded he continued. 


“Alright so I snatched him out of the air and were like... I dunno, like a couple miles above 
the ground and I just dive bomb with him. He’s screaming, I’m laughing, it’s a riot. And then 
just at the last second I stop and spike that motherfucker, bike and all, into the ground from 
about 30ft up. The explosion , Morgan... It was a thing of beauty. I have no fucking idea 
what kind of power source they use for their bikes but when that thing blew it was like a 17 
color rainbow filled with shrapnel. It was a-mazing .” 


Morgan was following along until Alex said something that caught his attention. “17 color 
rainbow? Can you see 10 extra colors?” 


“Hmm? Oh yeah. I can see 5 in ultraviolet and 5 in infrared. It disoriented the fuck out of me 
when I was 16. Thank god I can turn that one off." 


" What..." 


"Yeah, usually I do when I’m on earth or whatever but it's handy in space so I can see 
invisible shit sneaking up on me. And so I’m not as confused by like other alien societies 
when they don't use the human visible spectrum.” 


““.. [seriously keep thinking your powers will stop surprising me one of these days... And 
they never do.” Morgan laughed. 


“T don’t know what to tell you, dude. I was serious when I said my powers were basically 
‘yes’.” Alex shrugged. 


“T know, I know... But still.” 


“No, but’s. Just yes. ” 


But then their server was back with the appetizer and both villains were distracted by the 
buttery carbs for a few moments. 


“Alright...” Alex said as he pulled one of the garlic knots apart. “What did you need from the 
tech firm?” 


A slow smile spread across Morgan’s face. “Decryption software~” 


“For what?” 


“For one the most notoriously difficult security code algorithms on the planet.” 


““.. what? Do you mean Heavenweb? ” Alex asked. 


Morgan’s smile grew into a smirk and then he set into explaining everything he had learned 
about the Kensington Palace and the Fife Tiara over the last month. At some point their pizza 
arrived and they both ate while Morgan laid out his plan. Alex was mostly able to follow 
along but after the pizza was gone and their drinks were mostly just ice Alex had to ask. 


“Okay... one more time. Why do you need Greg again? I thought a) you hated him and b) 
you had other contacts in London?” 


“ Oh Ido .” Morgan confirmed. “And yes, I’ve already got everything I need from them.” 


“So again. Why Greg?” 


“Because he’s a rat and I need him to be a controlled leak.” 


“You want him to leak information? Why?” 


Morgan sighed. “Okay. So I need him to know just enough about my plan that he can leak 
some of it to Barnaby. That will put Barnaby on my trail and will get him to start researching 
the security system. He’s smart enough to figure out that the one place in the US that uses 
that security system is the King’s Foundation Natural History Museum in Emerald City. Hell 
start poking around and might be able to figure out when my heist is. That part doesn’t matter 
so much. What does matter is that he gets the puzzle that I’m gonna leave there after I steal 
several of the British Anquites from the museum. It’Il be a test run for us and a clue for 
Dogboy.” 


Alex nodded and sipped at his drink. 


“After that, he ’// know that J know that he knows what I’m up to.” Morgan explained, using 
his hands to emphasize his words as he tapped on the table. “And that’s key . I don’t want him 
to know that I know he knows until after the museum heist, but I need Barnaby to get on this 
for the thing I might be doing after I steal the tiara. So I need Greg to be the leak that gets 
Barnaby going. It all has to be a shell game or Barnaby will get suspicious and it won’t 
work.” 


“What are you doing after you take the tiara and how’s Dogboy gonna even know to go talk 
to Greg in the first place?” 


“Oh that’s easy. I’m gonna forge an encoded postcard from Greg that will /ook like it was 
meant to go to me, but accidentally ended up in Barnaby’s mailbox in the building. But I 
can’t do that until I actually talk with Greg and give it a few weeks so it makes it seem 
plausible that the postcard actually came all the way from London.” 


“Yeah... super easy.” Alex said snorting. 


“T don’t tell you how to kill people, so let me have fun with my elaborate game of thief and 
bloodhound.” Morgan said, pointing his straw at Alex for emphasis before sticking it back 
into his cup of ice. 


“Fair, fair... But you still didn’t answer what you need Barnaby for after you take the tiara.” 


Morgan shifted it a bit. “...eh, that’s kinda more complicated and I don’t even know if it's 
gonna work the way I want it to... so I’d rather not say and jinx it, ya know? Once I know 
that it’s gonna happen and I’ve got the tiara, III tell you. But if it doesn’t happen then this 
was just a fun game of tag and I got a tiara out of it. It’s a win-win.” 


“Tf you say so.” Alex snickered. 


“Yes. Yes I do.” Morgan retorted, smirking. “So there.” 


Alex laughed and they fell into a companionable silence. One that spoke to hesitation. One 
that lingered, just like they did even though they had long since finished eating. As they’d 
talked and Morgan expanded on his scheme enthusiastically, Alex felt those twisting painful 
feelings grow still. They weren't gone but it clearly wasn’t bothering Morgan at the moment. 
It put Alex at ease but he... He just couldn’t let it go. He needed to know what had so deeply 
upset his best friend. He needed to know who had hurt Morgan like that... 


“..90..” Alex said after a bit. “Do you want to tell me what’s wrong yet?” 


Morgan tensed up for a second when Alex started speaking. He really didn’t want this night 
to end. He was just enjoying getting to talk with Alex so much and- and- But that wasn't what 
Alex had asked. He blinked up at the S-tier villain. “... I... did? With Greg and that whole 
mess...” 


“Greg annoyed you, yes... But that’s not what’s wrong, Morgan...” 


“T- I don’t know what you mean...” He- he doesnt know right? He- I- I’ve been acting 
normal. I- just friends hanging out... 


Alex frowned a little when Morgan looked away. “...Why did this week suck so bad, Morgan? 
And why were you up all night basically everyday?” He asked. 


Morgan stared down at the table and stabbed at his ice with his straw. “... oh. That. ” 


“Yeah. That...” 


Morgan blew out his breath and looked up. “It's... Not anything important. I- I handled it and 
now it’s over.” 


“Tf it was over, it wouldn’t still be upsetting you.” Alex pointed out. 


Morgan grimaced. “...shit.” And he sat up from his current position. He had been resting both 
of his arms on the table as he'd leaned in to explain his plan, but now he was leaning back 
and trying not to fidget. “It’s fi-” 


“Fine is a shitty 4 letter word that starts with F.” Alex interrupted. 


Morgan laughed but it was humorless and he just rubbed at his face. “... damn it. I... Look, if 
I tell you it’s just gonna piss you off.” 


“Well, if you don’t tell me, that’s also gonna piss me off so... You’re in a lose-lose situation 
here, Morgan.” Alex replied calmly, eyes still searching Morgan’s face. Now that his friend 
wasn’t excited by his convoluted schemes, he looked more than just exhausted... He looked 
defeated . And that really really wasn’t sitting well with Alex. 


Morgan shifted around on the bench and continued to avoid looking at Alex. Unconsciously, 
Morgan started bunching his stretched out sleeves into his hands. It was something he’d 
always done, ever since he was a kid. He used to just- He just wanted to hold someone’s hand 
when things got hard but that really hadn’t been an option for him after about 7. So long 
sleeves made out of something stretchy had started to become his go-to comfort clothes. 
Then add in a nice flannel so he wouldn’t be cold and... he was set... 


But Alex didn’t say anything else and Morgan could feel him still staring at him- waiting . He 
tried not to squirm. But he couldn’t help himself. He glanced up at Alex and his friend looked 
so... genuinely confused but still invested and- Fuck. Fuck- fuck- Don t you dare start crying. 


Just- just get it over with. He ordered himself. “I... We had another truce night a few days 
ago...” 


“Excuse me ?” Alex said, anger already slipping into his words. “And you said no, right? 
Because you weren’t feeling great this month. Like you’d mentioned to me weeks ago ." 


“T did. Repeatedly. But... But- Look, damn it. My mom was upset that I didn't spend any 
time with them over the holidays and- And I...” 


“Let her bully you into it.” Alex finished and Morgan looked away. Alex could see his 
shoulders stiffen a bit while Morgan crossed his arms. 


Morgan just shrugged and clenched his jaw. “Basically, yeah.” 


“And how’d that go?” 
Morgan snorted but his glance at Alex was full of contempt. “ Not well. ” 
Alex sighed, “... so? What happened?” 


“It was... It was mostly just fucking stupid." Morgan puffed out a breath but kept his arms 
crossed tightly over his chest. "They- Ellen and Rob, they were trying to parent me, I guess. 
They wanted to be helpful. But of course nothing they really said, or told me, or instructed 
me to do really was . They were trying to help... they just don’t know me well enough 
anymore for anything they had to say to be useful. It...» And Morgan sighed. “It was just 
rubbing me the wrong way, so I bailed early... That's all." 


Alex pursed his lips, that didn’t seem like enough to be the source for whatever this tearing 
heaviness inside his friend’s heart 


was. A heaviness that started to thrash around again... ““What else, Morgan?” He pressed, 
because something was still wrong. His instincts had been right and Alex didn’t like that. He 
didn’t like not knowing why Morgan was in pain. "That isn't what upset you this badly." 


Morgan started to snap at Alex, started to say how would you know anyways’, but then he 
saw Alex's expression. It was that same spooked one from before... but it wasn’t spooked. 
Alex looked worried. Seriously worried and confused. Morgan couldn't remember ever 
seeing Alex look like that before. Look that concerned about something before and it made 
Morgan's heart squeeze painfully. Fear twisted around inside his stomach as he realized Alex 
could see through the happiness and the disinterest and the mild annoyance. He could see 
what lurked underneath all of it. He could see the parts that would creep back out again when 
he was alone and no one was around to make him forget just how awful he felt. 


"...you- you can still feel my emotions." Morgan whispered as realization made his eyes 
widen. It wasn't a question but he gripped onto his sleeves more tightly as he waited for his 
best friend's answer. 


Alex winced at the not quite accusation and glanced away. "... Yeah..." He rubbed a hand 
over his mouth before looking back. "I'm- I swear I'm not doing it on purpose, Morgan. I 
just... Something’s wrong ..." 


Morgan pressed his lips together and nodded but he didn't trust himself to say anything right 
now. Not while fear and anger and shame twisted in his guts and threatened to stick in this 
throat. How much can he feel? All of it? Only parts? Enough that you've made him worry 
about you. 


When Morgan didn’t acknowledge his invasion of privacy any further, Alex finally asked 
again, "... what else happened?" 


Morgan glared at the table and crossed his arms tighter as he remembered everything else that 
had happened that night. As he recalled every word that led to why it felt like his life was 
trying to implode. The bitter cold anger was still there. It wasn’t the same wintery uncaring 
bizzard as before but it hadn’t fully thawed yet either. So he held onto that chunk of ice like a 
lifeline, letting it anchor him a bit more. " Strider. Happened. " He bit out, gaze still on the 
table. 


Alex felt the fear and pain and twisting shame solidify into frozen fury inside Morgan. His 
friend was pissed. More than. He was fucking murderous . Alex's own anger started to boil 
up in his chest." What. Did. He. Do." 


Morgan glanced up at Alex's hiss. He could see that blistering rage starting to churn inside 
the S-tier villain... and for a brief moment Morgan just wanted to let him go off. He just 
wanted to watch what Alex would do- could do to Strider. It would be cruel and vile and it 
made Morgan want to grin in malicious joy. But... He still couldn't justify it. He still couldn't 
get over what it would do to his mom, to his dad... To Peony. He loved them all too much to 
hurt them like that. And it wont fill this festering hole inside me either. So he tried to calm his 
friend. "...It's really not anything he did... It's just what he implied. He was being an asshole, 
that’s all." 


" What did he imply , Morgan..." Alex growled. He felt the table creak under the pressure his 
hands were putting it under, so he slid them off and crossed his arms. But it wasn't a tightly 
controlled self hug like Morgan was doing, no he looked perfectly casual and just a little 
annoyed... but he felt absolutely homicidal. 


Morgan winced as he saw out of the corner of his eye, a slow crack forming in the window 
next to them. It was crawling up from the bottom corner and at the top he saw its twin 
reaching downwards. It was like slow motion lightning. Fuck, he really is pissed... Good. But 
he still didn't let himself give into that hateful glee. He sighed, "... It was just more of the 
same from last time... But... Worse, I guess." 


The light bulbs in the little chandelier above them started to dim. " What. Did. He. Say." 
Alex demanded, his snarl was barely above a whisper. Rage bled off of him in waves. 
Morgan still looked unhappy but Alex could feel his hate was starting to fade into exhaustion 
and grief. But that didn't stop his own from growing. It was building inside his chest like 
something getting ready to explode outwards... violently . 


"Nothing worth repeating, Alex... Yes, it upset me but-" 


*Crr-aack!* 


*Fzztz-Pop!* 


The two cracks in the window met and the whole thing erupted in a spiderweb of fractured 
glass. The thunder from this faux lightning was audible throughout the restaurant. And at the 
same time the light bulbs above them suddenly grew very bright and exploded into a sea of 
sparks and glass. Both made Morgan, and the rest of the restaurant, jump. Alex just continued 


to seethe in the now darkened space. It made his glowing inhuman eyes that much more 
noticeable. 


"... May- Maybe we should go for a walk or something." Morgan offered and started to stand, 
snatching up his jacket as he moved. 


Alex only barely managed to keep the snarl from his words. '" Fine ." But he stood up too and 
with a great amount of care put on his coat and pulled out his wallet. He left several hundred 
dollar bills on the table for the broken window and the strode for the door. Each chandelier 
grew dim as he walked by them, but none of the bulbs burst. The restaurant was dead quiet 
and all eyes were on the pair as they headed for the door. 


Morgan managed to get to the doors first and open them for the pissed off super villain, so he 
wouldn't accidentally rip them off their hinges or something. The wind wasn't bad but it was 
still a fairly chilly early February night. Morgan stuffed his hands into his hoodie pockets 
while the pair walked in silence for several minutes. Alex was practically stalking, but he'd 
slowed his usual stride enough that Morgan could keep pace with him. Finally Morgan said, 
"...You can't kill him." 


Alex shot Morgan a malicious glare, " J most certainly can. " 


Morgan rolled his eyes. "Fine, but you won't." 


Alex stopped and whirled on Morgan, "And why not! Why the fuck not, Morgan? He doesn't 
deserve to keep fucking breathing." 


Morgan held his ground even though his heart leapt into his throat. Fear shot adrenaline into 
his system so fast it left him dizzy, but his voice didn't waver. "You're right. He doesn't. But 
you aren't gonna kill him because it will fuck up my life. And if I had the goddamn self 
control to not shoot him in the heat of the moment, then so do you." 


Morgan could see Alex working on a counter argument, so he beat him to it." /'m the one 
being attacked here, Alex. Not you . It's my choice. So get over it. " 


" You - You just want me to stand here and Jet him hurt you?! To Jet him keep doing this to 
you?!" Alex fumed, hands balled into fists in his coat pockets because if he gestured too 
quickly he might bring down one of the nearby buildings... or hurt someone he very much 
wanted to keep safe. 


Morgan grimaced, "No, Alex. I want you to be here. With me." But once again his anger was 
short lived and started to slip through his fingers no matter how hard he tried to hold onto it. 
Instead the misery and exhaustion and self-fucking-loathing that came flooding back in made 
the words stick in this throat. "I- I don't want you off somewhere else. I- I- fuck-" And he 
turned away to swipe at the anger tears threatening to spill. "I don't need Strider dead... But I 
do need you, damn it." He spat. 


And like a bucket of ice water, Morgan's words started to quench Alex's burning rage. And as 
it fizzled, the guilt crept in. Morgan was the one who was hurt. Morgan was the one that 
needed his support. He shouldn't have to be trying to coddle Alex on top if everything else. 
Alex swore under his breath and turned away. He lifted his head to the sky and blew out a 
slow deep breath. It wasn't nearly cold enough for there to be a plume of fog, but a curl of 
mist, or maybe smoke , dispersed in the air as he exhaled. 


Both villains took a few moments to try and compose themselves. Alex was more successful 
than Morgan but they both managed to start walking again. They weren't wandering 
anywhere specific but instinctively they had begun to head farther and farther away from the 
activity and noise of downtown. 


After they crossed another empty street Alex sighed, "...sorry." 


Morgan shrugged. "...yeah well, you're still a self-centered bastard sometimes." 


Alex snorted. "Yeah, I am... But I'm better than I used to be." 


"God... You really are. " Morgan laughed and sniffled, "But that isn't saying much." 


Alex laughed but also didn't argue. He was still a selfish asshole, no doubt. But he was at 
least self-aware enough now to know when he'd fucked up. Morgan still needed more time to 
gather himself but Alex didn’t want to completely change subjects either, so he distracted his 
friend the best way he knew how. “...soooo... Did you really almost shoot Strider?” 


Morgan snorted at Alex’s cheerful tone. “Yes- Fuck... God, I'd been this close.” Morgan 
answered, lifting his hand up and holding his thumb and index finger just a few millimeters 
apart. 


“And you were gonna do it without me??” Alex asked, mostly only mock offended... mostly . 


“Well I wasn’t going to stop and just be like ‘one sec, Alex would want to watch me kill you, 
hold still’. It would have ruined the whole surprise attack thing.” Morgan said, rolling his 
eyes. 


“Yeah but you’ve only killed like, what? Four people, in the ten years you’ve been a villain? 
It hardly ever happens and I was gonna miss it.” Alex whined. 


Morgan sighed and rubbed at his tired eyes. “...I know I round up, but spending two years as 
a runaway doesn’t actually count as being a villain...” 


“Did you steal shit?” 


“Yeah...” 


“Did you think of yourself as a villain?” 


“.. [mean it was my goal.” 


“Then it counts.” Alex said easily, “Don’t let the Fairness Association’s stupid record thing 
define you. They don't get to decide dick all about who is or is not a villain. I mean that’s like 


the whole fucking point of being a villain, because you don’t follow other people’s rules.” 


Morgan just shrugged a little, “I guess...” 


“But circling back around, you were gonna kill one of the most obnoxious people on the 
planet and I was gonna miss it. So not fair.” Alex said, pouting a little. 


“Yeah well... I didn’t, so there.” Morgan said as he kicked at the ground while they walked. 


“T wish you had.” 


“T don’t.” Morgan grumbled. “I actually don ¢ like killing people, you know. I don’t like being 
that person- being capable of being that person. Some of us mere mortals feel things like 
guilt and remorse when we have to end a life.” 


“Yeah, but you've only ever killed people who directly harmed or threatened one of your 
crew. That barely counts in the first place. You have basically nothing to feel guilty about.” 


Morgan rolled his eyes skyward. “I know you only feel guilty for a handful of seconds if you 
kill someone by accident but the rest of us value human life or some shit.” 


“T think I’ve managed a full minute before.” Alex smirked. 


Morgan just shook his head but he was smiling. “That wasn't my point and you know it.” 


Alex grinned, “I do. And I know that you also wouldn’t be you if you didn’t feel guilty. So as 
much as I’d Jove to see you go on a homicidal rampage, I know it wouldn’t be fun for you... 
Maiming people on the other hand~” 


Morgan snorted. “No. No maiming... Not yet anyways. It has to wait until after Peony’s 
wedding. I don’t want to fuck up her wedding photos.” 


“Ugh. But that’s like forever from now!” Alex whined much more loudly. 


“Tough. No maiming until after the wedding.” 


“Fiiine.” Alex grumbled. “I was just gonna rip one of his arms off...” 


Morgan snorted and Alex flashed him a cocky grin. He looked better now, more himself 
again so Alex figured it was time to move back to the actual incident. “... So... Why am I 
going to rip his arms off? What actually happened?” 


Morgan blew out a breath and hunched his shoulder a little. “... Strider was being Strider... 
He was fucking around trying to piss me off, but I wasn’t in the mood to play so I’d been 
ignoring him all night. But he kept pushing. I was- I was fucking leaving and he just- just 
jammed the knife in farther. I responded. So he twisted... Well... He found the fuck out. I- I 
snapped.” And he shrugged a little. 


“Did you snap or did you go full on arctic feral ?” Alex asked. 


Morgan puffed out a laugh that he didn’t really feel and shook his head. “Why do you insist 
on calling it that?” 


“Because that’s what’s happening!” Alex... insisted. “You drop all social norms, you go all 
frozen uncaring heart of winter on people, and you go beyond just threatening extreme 
violence, you fucking promise it. That’s definitely feral behavior, if I've ever seen it. And the 
arctic part is just because you get all heartless and cold.” 


Morgan just shook his head again. “... Fine, whatever... I went ‘arctic feral’ on him then. 
And that scared the shit out of him.” Morgan had to smirk a little. That part still brought him 
an immense amount of satisfaction. Knowing that he could- and did scare Strider. “So he 


reacted by yelling which got everyone 5 attention...” And the short lived glee died once more. 
His heart sank a little as he remembered the- the betrayal and confusion on his family's faces. 


“Oh... You didn’t just threaten Strider, did you?” 


“Nope.” 


“Shit...” 


“Yup.” 


“Well... how did that go?” 


“Not great...”” Morgan said, voice a little edged. “I wasn’t in any shape to try and control 
myself any further than letting Strider continue to live so... I said several really stupid things. 
And then I left.” 


“What kind of stupid things?” Alex asked cautiously. That twisting barbed feeling was 
starting to thrash about inside Morgan's chest again, but Alex still didn’t know what had 
happened. He couldn't help if he didn't know what was wrong- what was causing all this 
pain. 


“Well for starters I... may have mentioned your ‘no kill’ list...” 


“Ah... And how the only reason they all are still alive is because you don’t want me to kill 
them?” 


“Uh-huh.” And Morgan glowered at the cracked sidewalk underneath their feet. They turned 
another corner before he continued. “... And then I might have implied that my body count 
was probably more than 0. And to top it all off, I said that Strider shouldn’t be afraid of you, 
he should be afraid of me . And then I walked out.” 


Alex let out a low whistle. 


“Yeah...” 


“How did they take it?” 


“About as well as I could have expected.” Morgan muttered. But when Alex just made a little 
‘go on’ gesture he sighed. “... They all tensed like I was going to attack them. Even though it 
was Truce Night. Even though they were the ones to insist we do this, not me . Even though I 
was the one that had been forced into a corner. I- Jesus, Alex! I was fucking leaving! I was 
literally trying to go... But No. I’m the villain . I’m the one at fault here.” Then after another 
beat he added, “Peony put up her shield to protect them... and I can’t even blame her. I mean, 
I was the villain in her home , threatening her family .” A family that you aren't a part of. 


“Well, I sure as fuck can.” Alex growled. “I don’t care what you were saying, there was 
fucking 5 of them against you. 5. And somehow you were the one causing the problem? Fuck 
that.” 


Morgan just shrugged as his throat started to feel tight. “It doesn’t really matter now. It’s 
done... So after I left I went home and...” He had to pause and swallow before he could get 
the rest of the words out around the heartache threatening to choke him. “- wallowed for a 
while. But I’m working on being better now.” 


“So what did you break?” Alex questioned, giving him a sideways glance. He could feel grief 
and heartache and rejection swirl to the front of that mass of negative emotions. It was- It was 
getting more intense, not lessening like Alex thought it would. Morgan had explained what 
happened... shouldn’t he be starting to feel better? 


Morgan just shook his head, “Nothing, actually.” And then in a spur of the moment decision 
he said something he probably shouldn’t have. “You know that bottle of Tito’s I had?” 


“Yeah?” Alex didn’t like where this was going... 


“Welp. It’s gone now.” 


“ Jesus Morgan... That was more than half a bottle.” 


“It’s fine. I threw most of it up that first night anyways.” He shrugged again, wishing he 
hadn't said anything. Really I'm fine. I only binge drink when I hit the absolute rock bottom, 
honest... 


“That’s seriously not good for you, dude...” 


“Trust me, [ know .” Morgan laughed trying to play it off as a joke. “My body made me very 
aware of that the next day. Which was fine by me since | didn’t want to move anyway. 
Besides, it was the fastest way to make sure I was unconscious, ha!” 


Alex came to an abrupt stop and shot Morgan a look. Morgan was making a joke, Morgan 
was starting to act like nothing was wrong anymore... Morgan still fe/t like he was drowning. 
The dissonance struck a painful realization in Alex. Morgan was good at pretending to be 
okay, at acting like he wasn’t suffering. How many times has he done that? How many times 
was he feeling bad and just acted like nothing was wrong? How many times have I helped 
him come out of slump only for it to just be him pretending everything was fine? ...How long 
have I not noticed this? 


“What? What’s up?” Morgan asked as he slowed to a stop when Alex had. 


“.. You're still not okay.” 


“N-no but I will be... Don’t worry about it. I'll be fine.” Morgan said with a half smile, 
trying to reassure his friend. But Alex was just staring at him like he finally understood 
something and Morgan felt panic stammer through his heart. 


“Youre still not okay, Morgan... Why- What’s wrong still? What happened?” 


Morgan swallowed hard. “I- It’s just a slump, you know? It happens sometimes. I’1]1 come out 
of it, don’t worry.” 


Alex held Morgan’s gaze and tried to see past the smile and the exhaustion... and he could 
see the panic. Just this little tinge of it. Panic and fear and shame. Just like what he was 
feeling from Morgan. He could see them now that he knew to look for them. Morgan was not 
okay. “Is- is this what a slump feels like?” 


The wind blew down the street and whipped around them both as it began to gust filling the 
silence that stretched between the pair. 


"I..." Morgan started to speak, to reply but he didn’t know how to answer. How to explain it 
properly, in a way that made sense. In a way that Alex could understand without making him 
look at Morgan like that again. He didn't want Alex to worry- to know that he was hurting. 
He was supposed to be fine. To be handling all of this himself. It was his family. It was his 
life. It was his stupid emotions. He should have a better fucking grip on them. But the longer 
he didn’t say anything the more alarmed and upset Alex became. 


“Everytime you say that you aren’t feeling great- is this what it feels like? Why- why didn t 
you tell me?” Alex demanded, more than just shocked, but appalled. Appalled that his friend 
just felt like this. Just felt like he was full to bursting with nothingness. With all these 
negative feelings writhing together as they just lashed out all around him. 


Morgan floundered for the right words. He didn’t know how to explain this- to make Alex 
understand without having to say all of it . “I- I just couldn’t, Alex. J couldn t.” He repeated a 
little desperately, as he dragged a hand through his hair and looked away. Morgan didn't have 
the words to make this mess go away. To ease Alex's worries. To make him believe that 
Morgan was fine and that there was nothing wrong. Because- Because he wasn't fine. He 
wasn't fine and he wasn't okay and he wasn't sleeping enough- But- but he can't just say that. 
He can't just say that he's falling apart. ...Why not.... Why can't I just... I can't I just be 
fucking normal? 


Alex reached out and lifted his chin. Morgan flinched, head snapping up suddenly, but Alex 
didn’t pull away. The contact made the writhing mass of fear and grief inside Morgan solidify 


into distinct emotions, and none of them were good. *Self-loathing, Self-doubt, 
Worthlessness, Loneliness, Terror, Panic, Shame* It was a mess of internalized hatred that 
nearly floored Alex. There was so much of it and it felt bottomless... It was- it was nearly too 
much to handle and Morgan had been feeling like this for a week . Or longer... God for how 
much longer? The whole month? Morgan’s false smile- false recovery was gone. Now there 
was panic visible in Morgan’s eyes, along with gathering tears and the fear and the 
desperation. “ Why?” Alex whispered, voice nearly as strained as Morgan’s, “ Why couldn t 
you?” 


“ J-I..." He stammered. He wanted to pull away, to retreat and regroup and pretend none of 
this had happened. But Alex held his gaze. Amber yellow cat's eyes, so full of worry and 
confusion and a desire to understand. It made Morgan want to speak. To say something- 
anything to keep Alex from leaving. Even if the words were just the truth. The hideous 
unedited truth. 


"I couldn t- Alex... I- because- Because when you feel like this-" And he grabbed at his shirt, 
bunching the fabric up over his heart. "You just can’t... You just cant, Alex... You cant do it. 
You cant bring yourself to say anything- to do anything- To admit anything. Because- 
because then it’s real. Because then you have to say all the hateful things you think about 
yourself out loud. You have to tell people that you aren t capable of handling your own 
emotions. And that just breathing feels like so much work and even when you sleep you 
always- always feel tired. So fucking tired-”’ And he paused to gasp for breath as the tears 
finally began to fall. “You- You just... Can't.” 


“ Morgan...’ Alex whispered, stunned by Morgan’s words, by the emotions backing them 
up. “...This- It isn’t good for you. To feel like this . To ever feel like this . And it isn’t 
anywhere close to healthy... Or good- Or okay. You need help.” 


The clouds far above them began to thicken and darken but neither one noticed. 


Morgan just closed his eyes as the tears rolled down his face, he couldn’t stand to look into 
Alex’s eyes and see the sympathy or the worry or the hurt. Worst of all he couldn’t stand to 
see the understanding . He couldn’t stand to know that Alex knew he felt like this. That he 
knew how much of a fuck up he actually was. Morgan desperately wanted him to stay but he 
knew he wouldn't... Knew he wouldn't want to. This is just one more good thing you've 
managed to ruin. 


“TI cant.’ He whispered again, like a broken record. Because that’s what he was. Broken. 


“Morgan-” 


“T cant!” He repeated louder this time and opened his eyes as his chest started heaving with 
the beginnings of sobs. 


(4 “Why- 29 


“Because! Because what if they’re right , Al-ex?" And his voice broke on the last word. He 
couldn't stop this flood even if he wanted to. And he did. He really really did. But it was too 
late. It was too late for him to stop. For him to undo this... For him to just go back to the way 
things were before. 


"What if they’re all right and this- My life, it's just a phase . What if I go see someone- what 
if I get help and they put me on some drugs and I just stop being me!? What if I am just a 
collection of symptoms! ?" He babbled, as the panic escaped him. As all those pent up fears 
found their escape in ruining his friendship with Alex." What if everything I have become 
now is just because of the depression or anxiety or PTSD? What if none of me is real ?!” 


Alex stared at his best friend in bewildered shock. He had been friends with Morgan for 4 
fucking years - 4 ! How had he never known this about Morgan? How could he have missed 
this? In all the times he'd come across his friend in a foul mood or in a serious slump, how 
did he not see just how deep Morgan's wounds ran. Am I really just that disconnected? 


“.. god- Morgan...” Alex whispered as Morgan's emotions clawed their way through him. 
“Of course you’re real . Of course you’re not just symptoms-” 


But Morgan pulled away, pulled in on himself. He swiped at his face, at the tears, trying to 
brush them away- to hide them again. To make all of this just go away . "I- I'm sorry- I- I 
shouldn’t have said- I need to- need to just go-" 


"No- Wait!" Alex called out, reaching for Morgan's arm but he didn't dare touch him. He 
didn't want to trap him- to keep him somewhere he didn't want to be. Alex never wanted 
Morgan to feel trapped by him. "...wait. Please... " 


Morgan stopped. He didn't keep pulling away but he also didn't move closer. Tears still 
dripped down his face and were hastily swiped away. His breaths were more than a little 
ragged. But he wasn't running. Not even as the water began to fall from the clouds overhead. 
It was just a few drops at first but it felt like it was only a matter of time before it would 
begin to pour. 


So Alex went on, "I- I know that you're real , Morgan. I can prove it. Prove that this- that all 
of it is real. That you being a villain is real and not just an- an outburst or whatever the 
fuck." 


Morgan just stared at him and swiped at his face with his sleeve. He didn’t know what to say- 
to do. He couldn’t figure out how to talk- or say anything at all as shame and fear clogged his 
throat. 


But Alex didn’t need him to answer, he just needed him to stay. To stay and to /isten. 


“TI know you are you because you like to eat chocolate ice cream out of the carton. Because 
you horde twist ties in the junk drawer. Because you know way too much about Legend of 
Zelda. Because you’re one of the most fucking brilliant people I have ever met and you 
spend most of your energy making puzzles to harass your neighbor . Because you're a self- 
taught engineer that has written a literal book on architecture and could do anything you 
wanted to for a living but chose to be a villain. You chose to do this, Morgan. And you’ve 
kept choosing it.” Alex explained as best he could, while the pavement and their clothes 
started to grow dark from the raindrops. 


“After you made enough money to buy an apartment building, you could have just been 
done. You could have decided to just charge your tennets an arm and a leg in rent and gotten 
rich that way without ever having to lift a fucking finger. But you didn’t. You chose to keep 
their rent low and to continue to go out at night to steal shit because that was what you 
wanted. This- All of this is because you wanted to do it. I can’t think of anyone else on the 
planet who is more stubborn and independent than you are. And despite everything that’s 
happened to you, you still choose to be good. To be a good person.” 
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“Yes.” Alex laughed in exasperation. “Yes you fucking are, Morgan. You are a good person. 
And yet you are still a villain. You are a villain because you saw the same broken system that 
rest of us have and decided to not play by their stupid rules. So they labeled you a villain- 
labeled you a bad guy because you won’t fall in line like a good little automaton, and they 
wrote you off. Well now you own an apartment building and several other properties in 
Captial fucking City. And by doing so you have improved literally hundreds of people’s lives 
because you knew no one else would. You offered jobs to people who couldn’t get work 
elsewhere because of their records and now they are some of the best fucking theives in the 
world. They are because you put your faith in them and then handed them a salary with 
benefits . And now they love and respect you. Hell! I now I have to keep a better eye on my 
own staff, because you sniped one of mine! Morgan, your crew would not be here- would not 
be where they are in the world if it weren’t for you. If it weren’t for your choices. God- 
Fucking humanity wouldn’t still exist if it weren’t for you.” Alex said as dragged a hand 
through his now wet hair. The rain was really starting to come down and he shook his head in 
annoyance with himself as it soaked into their clothes. 


“...w-what?” Morgan asked quietly. He was more than just shocked by Alex’s words, by his 
view of Morgan’s life, it floored him. He hardly even noticed the rain that was starting to 
drench him. 


Alex sighed and looked back at Morgan with a pained expression. “That was my goal, 
Morgan. When we first met I... -Look when I first became a villain, I made up a story about 
how I just wanted to fight. About how I just wanted to see if there was anyone who could 
beat me. Because I was kinda curious. I didn't realize how much fucking fun it would be. The 
murder and the bloodshed and the violence. | wanted to know. To have that power and 
influence on people. I said it on impulse but then J craved it.” And thunder crashed noisily 
overhead. “I wanted to be the worst threat humanity ever faced. And do you know what 
happened?” Alex asked with a sneer. 


“TI. Got. Bored.” He scoffed as blue-violet lightning shot through the clouds overhead. “The 
heroes were pathetic. They. Weren't. Good. Enough. And they knew it too. So they wrote 
their silly rules and hoped that somehow it would keep them all safe. It was akin to the ants 
writing out a declaration of peace with the child who was going to kick down their hill and 
watch them scatter. Because that’s all humanity was to me. Ants. And I wanted to see what 
would happen if I burn them to the fucking ground.” 


And then Alex looked back at Morgan as another bolt of lightning crackled above them. He 
didn’t need it to see the wide-eyed terror on his friends face. “...And then I met you, 
Morgan... I met a villain who was still good. And how the fuck that was even possible I 
didn’t know. But there you were, a goddamn anomaly... Except you weren’t. You weren’t the 
exception, Morgan... The problem wasn’t with humanity... it was with me .” And he looked 
up at the thundering sky and let the rain just hit him. “I- Jesus- | wasn’t even human back 
then. I- I was hardly a person at all anymore. I’d lost myself- had it taken from me. I had 
been consumed by the bloodlust and the violence and all of it- I just wanted to watch the 
world burn and I wanted to be the one with the matches.” And he shook his head. “And then I 
met you. I thought- I had planned to just use you. You had better social skills and that was 
what I needed to put my plan in action- To rend the world... But that’s not what happened...” 


And Alex looked back at Morgan, “Instead you became my friend... I- I didn’t mean for that 
to happen. I- I didn’t even understand that it could have... It wasn’t my social skills that were 
the problem, Morgan... It was that I wasn’t a fucking person anymore. I- I didn’t even know 
how to be one. But you were just there- you were around and entertaining and I started to 
relearn... how to be me , again. And... then I wasn’t bored anymore. Because I found value 
in life from other places than just gore and violence...” 


“But I’m not good, Morgan. Not even in the slightest. I can be nice. I know how to again, but 
I’m not good. I can’t care about people- About the ants - not the way you can... Not 
anymore... Once I might have been able to but that feels like a lifetime ago... But I know 
you are real Morgan... I know that because you reminded me how the fuck to be human 
again. Even if I’m not a good human... at least I still am one.” 


Silence fell between the pair as the rain came down in sheets all around them. Thunder 
boomed and echoed menacingly before Morgan managed to speak. He had to clear his throat 
first before he said, “... Uh... So do you think it’d be too arrogant to put ‘Savior of 
Humanity’ on my business cards?” 


Alex snorted and he saw a quick flash of a grin from Morgan. It didn't last but it eased 
something inside Alex, something that he hadn’t known was wound so tight. ““Well I would, 
but that’s just me...” 


“Tt might be a little long... I-I’ll have to workshop it, I guess.” 


“Yeah, I guess you will.” Then after a beat Alex added, “I- I never claimed to be less fucked 
up than you... Even if I am practically a god.” He said with a half laugh, trying to go for 
levity. “But... I- I want to help you, Morgan. And... And I can’t just fix this for you...” 


He had to look away. And anger and disgust and that same terrible twist of uselessness he’d 
felt last year as Alex had held a dying Morgan in his arms, churned in his stomach. “I- I don’t 
think you can fathom just how much I hate having to say that I can’t do something.” And he 
looked back up, “ But I am sure as hell going to fucking try.” 


Morgan swiped at his face again, but with the rain it wasn’t like anyone could see the tears 
anyways. “I-” And he swallowed hard, “ J don t think I can keep doing this by myself...” 


The relief that Alex felt at those words was enormous and nearly overwhelming. “Then let 
me help...” 


“O-okay...””» Morgan managed before he lifted his hand to his face again and tried to stifle the 
sobs. He forced himself to take a few deep breaths and he coughed once as more lightning lit 

up the sky. “ Fuck... You know I think you pissed off a lot of meteorologists... Thunderstorms 
were definitely not discussed for tonight’s forecast.” Morgan joked as he tried to get a grip. 


“Yeah well... what’s life without a little chaos.” Alex moved closer and Morgan didn’t back 
away. 


“R-really fucking boring.” Morgan managed around a sniffle and a shiver. They were both 
soaked to the bone and the rain didn’t show any signs of stopping. 


“Exactly...” And Alex put a hand on Morgan’s shoulder. “How about we get you home and 
changed into some dry clothes? And we can talk more later?” 


“... that sounds really really nice, actually.” And Morgan swiped ineffectually at another stray 
tear. 


Alex smiled a little and lifted his other hand. And with a snap they were gone 
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Morgan's apartment was dark and quiet when they arrived. Alex continued to hold onto 
Morgan's shoulder as they both dripped on the laminate flooring while Morgan got over his 
dizziness. Then Alex just snapped his fingers again and they were both dry. 


"T-thanks..." Morgan managed and swiped at his face again to keep any new tears from 
falling. 


"Hmm? Yeah... Still, go change. It feels like time for pjs." Alex insisted. 


Morgan puffed out a watery laugh. "It really does... Okay. I'll be right back." But he hesitated 
for a second. He... He wanted a hug and Alex was still right next to him but- But now wasn’t 
the time. They still had a lot to talk about, maybe, so he pulled away from Alex to head back 
towards his room. 


Alex felt a little twinge of regret flicker through Morgan but his friend still felt very raw and 
overwhelmed right now so Alex made no comment as he hurried off. Alex did, however, let 
out a slow breath. He felt very raw too, but it was in a different way than Morgan did. 
Honestly, he could use the second to regroup too. So he shed his jacket and went to hang it up 
while he tried to reorder his thoughts... And promptly decided he didn't want to do that. They 
mostly just sucked anyway. He heard another crack of thunder boom loudly outside but he 


made no attempt to quell the storm he'd unintentionally stirred up. And if that wasn't an 
indicator as to how he felt, well then he didn't know what was... 


So instead he glanced around the dark apartment while he waited for Morgan. The usual 
'mess entropy' that was Morgan had begun to reclaim the space. A sink full of dishes, but 
clean counters. The blankets weren't folded on the sofa, but the pillows were stacked up 
neatly. Laundry was probably waiting to be folded in the dryer. The usual. What was unusual 
was the table, it was currently covered in schematics and half scribbled notes. And coffee 
mugs. About 14 from what Alex could see... So he just snapped his fingers again. It was the 
same thing he used to do several times a month while he'd been living here. 


Sometimes Morgan wanted to clean by hand and other times he really really didn't. So Alex 
would just snap his fingers and the laundry was now all clean, folded and put back. The 
floors were swept and the blankets tidied. The dishes were all clean no matter where they 
were in the apartment. He smiled a bit to himself, happy to be able to do at least this much for 
his friend. But it didn't last. Not when his friend still needed so much more... More than I 
can help with . He saw a flash of lightning illuminate the sky and briefly brighten the interior 
of the dark apartment. He shot the window a dirty look, but still he didn't try to end the 
storm... It was a very convenient outlet for the time being. 


Still frowning he pointed at the assortment of clean mugs and flicked towards the kitchen. 
They all started to float up and head off to put themselves away. Alex followed after them, 
flicking on the kitchen pendant lights while he went. They weren't very bright and honestly 
Alex really hoped Morgan would want to just crash for a little while. He needed the sleep. 
But still in tidying mode he pointed at the rest of the dishes and flicked, they too all got busy 
putting themselves away. After a moment's hesitation he grabbed the electric kettle and filled 
it up. 


Morgan would probably like some tea... That camomile stuff... He got down two mugs and 
then the tea bags while the water started to heat. Then before he could overthink his choice he 
ran a hand down his side changing his clothes from his usual business attire to more casual 
lounge clothes. As he stepped away from the cupboards his shoes literally vanished. He 
wasn't going anywhere anytime soon and he wanted to make that very clear. /'m not leaving, 
not until he's- until he's not so upset... 


Meanwhile Morgan was quickly striping out of his dinner clothes to switch to something 
more comfortable. He was just about to toss his jeans into the hamper when all the clothes in 
it suddenly vanished. Morgan couldn't help but snort. It wasn't the first time Alex had decided 


to just clean the apartment while he was in the middle of something. He let the jeans drop 
into the now empty hamper and went to go find his favorite and now clean pajamas pants. 


He ended up pulling on another thin long-sleeved shirt as well. His clothes were old and a 
little worn thin, the print on the shirt had long since faded, but they were comfortable... And 
god he could really use some comfort right about now. He wandered out of his room and 
glanced around. As expected Alex had cleaned and now he was making tea. "...thanks, but 
you didn't have to clean up." 


Alex turned and shrugged. "It's just a snap of my fingers..." 


"Yeah well... Still. You didn't have to but I appreciate that you did." Morgan said as he pulled 
at his sleeve. This shirt had the collar all stretched out and he was trying to re-center it. 


"You said once that it's hard to do chores when you're... in a slump, so I figured it might 
help." He said as he leaned back against the counter. Morgan fidgeted some more. 


"It is and it does..." But he just trailed off while he avoided looking at Alex. He just- He 
didn't know what to say- what to do... 


Alex just watched his friend continue to move around, wholly unsure of his footing. It made 
Alex grimace. He didn't want Morgan to feel uncomfortable being around him. 


"If you want-" 


"IT just wanted to-" 


They both started speaking at the same time. And Morgan rubbed hand on the back of his 
neck and laughed. Alex snorted, "You first." 


"I... [just wanted to say thanks..." Morgan said before shrugging and stuffing his hands into 
his pants pockets. "I'm kind of a... mess right now. And- And I want to apologize for that- 


But!" Morgan said quickly, interrupting Alex as he started to glower. "I know that'd piss you 
off so... I won't. Mostly I... I just don't really know what to say. About this- any of it..." 


Alex just shrugged too. "You're right, it would piss me off. But... I don't really know what to 
say either... This is about helping you feel better. About helping you... heal. So..." And he 
shrugged again "We'll do what you want to do. Whether that's talking about this or just going 
to go sit on the couch and watch a movie or something. It's up to you, Morgan. What do you 
want?" 


"I dunno..." And he sighed before dragging a hand through his hair. "I... Part of me feels like 
I should talk- should explain... more of this but..." 


When Morgan's gaze just stayed on the linoleum and he made no attempt to continue, Alex 
prompted. "But what?" 


Morgan glanced back up and sighed, starting to pace a bit. "I... I dunno... I just don't want... 
I don't want to start explaining stuff and..." Finally, he glanced back at Alex. "I don't want to 
be seen... differently, I guess..." 


" Seen differently?" Alex questioned. "Differently how?" 


" Like I'm... Broken... I guess." Morgan hedged still not saying all of what he didn't want to 
happen. He turned to continue his pacing so he didn't have to look at Alex. He felt the fear 
pluck at his heart and didn't doubt Alex could feel it too. 


Alex frowned a little as he watched Morgan's shoulders hunch. "... You're not broken, 
Morgan. Hurt? Absolutely. Traumatized? I mean... probably, but I'm not a doctor... But 
you're not broken." 


Morgan just grimaced and dragged a hand over his face. "Logically, I know that. I know that 
this-" And he gripped his shirt over his heart again, "Isn't something I can control- It's- I'm 
not failing to fix it or something but... But it feels like I am- Like I'm incapable of just- just 
handling this myself. Like- like somehow I should be able to just make myself be happy and 
fine like everyone else. I know- J know that's not how it works. I've googled enough to know 


that but..." And he just sighed again in exasperation as his ramblings slowed, he let his arms 
fall from where he'd crossed them over his chest." .../ just feel stupid... " 


"For what? Not being able to wave a magic wand and undo like a decade of trauma inflicted 
on you at a young age?" Alex snorted. 


"... well when you put it like that..." 


"It makes you sound crazy. Because it is, Morgan. It's crazy to think that you can just make 
yourself better. That's not how healing works, even if you have a healing factor. That shit still 
takes time... And that's what you are , Morgan. You're hurt. Like seriously hurt." Alex said, 
not doing anything besides watching his friend pace around. 


"I know. It's called being mentally ‘'ill' for a reason-" He said, trying to laugh it off. 


"No, I'm being serious." Alex interrupted Morgan's attempt at a joke. "You are suffering, 
Morgan. And are in a hell of a lot of pain... I just think you've gotten used to it." And wasn't 
that a hideous thought. 


Morgan stopped his pacing to look over at Alex. His friend looked a little grave and a little 
worried. "... I'm... I'm okay- Well, no I'm not but, I'm gonna be, Alex. I'll bounce back..." 


Alex just looked at Morgan and Morgan adjusted his shirt again. He tried to hold Alex's gaze 
but he couldn't so he went back to pacing. When Alex still didn't say anything Morgan tried 
for another joke, it was practically a reflex at this point. Joke to ease the tension and deflect. 
"Look, really I'm fine. I'm gonna be okay. I mean I'm not feeling so bad that I'm gonna off 
myself or something." He snorted. 


Alex could feel his expression become something pained and he was almost glad to hear the 
kettle click so he could turn away to fill the waiting mugs. Wind and rain rattled the 
windows. He still didn't say anything as he tried very hard to not break something or go over 
to his best friend and shake him. 


The silence stretched and Morgan grew more uncomfortable with it. "... I- that was a joke, 
Alex. I'm not-" 


"Do you hear yourself, Morgan?" Alex finally retorted. Thunder cracked outside. He set the 
kettle down harder than he intended so he paused to blow out a slow breath. Control. Stay in 
control. Anger and fear and heartache for his friend burned through him, and so did Morgan's 
own grief. They all got tangled in his chest, like a ball of yarn made from barbed wire and 
live power lines, but he damn well knew he needed to get a grip because the last thing 
Morgan needed was an angry friend to deal with. 


After another slow breath he started again, still facing towards the counter. "... Earlier, when 
we met at Marino's... I thought you'd been attacked." 


"...what?" 


"Yeah..." Alex said, puffing out a breath, it was almost a laugh but absolutely nothing about 
this was funny. He turned to look at Morgan again. "I thought someone had cursed you or 
psychically attacked you or something. I felt- I felt what you were feeling and I thought 
someone had done that to you. Had torn at you like that and I was fucking furious. " 


Morgan crossed his arms, hands subconsciously rubbing at his arms like he was cold as just 
looked at Alex. His best friend looked... tired and upset and hurt. "... You... You thought I'd 
been attacked ?" 


"Yeah, I did." And now Alex was the one dragging a hand through his hair. "... I was getting 
ready to demand that you tell me who'd done that to you so I could Ai// them as slowly as I 
knew how..." And he looked away. "But... It wasn't a new thing for you... This-" And he 
copied Morgan's gesture of grabbing his shirt over his heart. "This... what I was feeling was 
something you had just- just been dealing with all the time... And I never fucking Anew ." 


Alex just shook his head a little. "...1 thought at first I could just wave my hand and take care 
of it. Tada, all better. But J can't . It's- It's like last July and the broken ribs all over again." 

He sighed and looked up to meet Morgan's gaze. "What I'm trying to say is that, I can't 
promise that I'm not going to be overbearing like I was those first few weeks after you got out 
of the hospital, and I can't promise that I won't annoy the hell out of you... But you don't 


have to pretend that you're not hurting. That just- just because you've been dealing with this 
for a while that somehow it makes it /ess important. You don t have to be fine, Morgan." 


Morgan opened and closed his mouth several times before just shrugging helplessly and 
hugging himself tighter. He was more than a little staggered knowing that Alex thought he'd 
been literally assaulted because of just how badly he was feeling. "... I-" And his voice broke 
so he cleared his throat. "I... I don't know if I can... What if I stop and- I can't fix it? What 
if... what if it's never okay again? What if I can't make it back to being okay again? " 


"... Well, you don't have to get back there by yourself. I'm not going anywhere , Morgan... So 
let me help." He repeated. 


Morgan blinked at the tears and swiped at any before they could fall. Finally he just nodded 
even though his gaze stayed firmly on the ground. "I... I think it's a coping mechanism... The 
pretending, the joking... If I pretend to be fine then I am, right? Fake it till you make it and 
all that..." 


Alex just nodded. "That makes sense... I don't think it's working , but it makes sense. Do you 
have any others? Any other ways to make yourself feel better? To cope?" 


Morgan glanced up to where he kept his very few bottles of hard liquor. 


"Ones that aren't actively undermining your own feelings or self-destructive?" Alex clarified, 
rolling his eyes. 


Morgan smiled a little at his friend's exasperated tone. Not judgmental, just annoyed. It made 
him feel a little lighter... Knowing that Alex didn't think less of him for his behaviors or bad 
habits. "...Not really..." 


But even as he said it a thought came to him. But he promptly rejected it. It was a stupid 
idea... 


Alex however had seen the spark of an idea flicker across Morgan’s face before it vanished 
again. "What? You just thought of something." 


Morgan just shrugged. "No, it was- It was a dumb idea." 


Alex swore he could feel his eye start twitching. "Morgan... For the love of god... Just tell 


" 


me, 


"Really I don't-" 


Alex pushed away from the counter and just glared down at his friend. "Jf-you don't just spit 
it out I'm going to atomize every single one of your game consoles." Alex threatened. 


Morgan smiled a bit at Alex's over the top reaction but he could see just how desperate his 
friend was to help. It left him feeling a strange mixture of appreciation and guilt. And... well 
he really really wanted a hug... What was the harm in asking? He'll say no. "...A hug." He 
muttered after a few moments, not looking at his friend. 


"A what?" Alex asked, bewildered by the answer. It wasn't at all what he'd been expecting. 
His thoughts had been more along the lines of arson or complicated pranks. 


"A-a hug." Morgan repeated, glancing up and then away from his friend. He was starting to 
feel a little more embarrassed now that Alex was just staring at him like he'd grown a second 
head. "It's- You know what, nevermind- It was a stu- " But Morgan’s backpedaling was 
interrupted by Alex reaching out and grabbing Morgan by the front of his shirt and just 
tugging him closer. And then Alex's arms were just around him. 


And he was warm and real and there . 


Morgan uncrossed his arms and slid them under and around to hug Alex back. Now he could 
hug Morgan more tightly- more securely . Alex could kill him in a heartbeat and Morgan had 
never felt more safe in his whole life. Alex's shirt was soft and he smelled like rain and ozone 


and that soap he liked. Morgan had to suppress a shudder and bite his lip so he didn't start 
crying. But, fuck , it was so nice to just be held. To just be safe. It was all he wanted. 


Alex felt Morgan rest his head against his collarbone as he was once again flooded with 
Morgan's emotions. The underlying pain was still there, the grief and hollowness writhed 
quietly. But again that desperate relief was back, just like at the restaurant, except more this 
time . He found more comfort and solace and peace in Alex’s presence. And more of a need 
for all of it... It was like Alex wasn’t just helping hold Morgan up physically, but emotionally 
as well. And he could feel Morgan's desire to never let go. To just stay and be held and to not 
have to be alone. So Alex just hugged him a little tighter, as gently and carefully as he could. 


Morgan didn't pull away for longer than was probably appropriate, but finally he started to 
pull back, to slide his hands off of Alex's back. But Alex didn't release him. ”...Alex? " 


".. you don't have to let go, Morgan. I'm not going anywhere." Alex repeated again, voice 
barely above a whisper." .... just let me help you..." 


Morgan felt the soft ramble of Alex's words as much as he heard them. And he had to make a 
decision... To stay or to step back. He shouldn't be monopolizing Alex's time or personal 
space like this in the first place, even if Alex had insisted on being here... But Alex shouldn't 
have to stay here and baby him just because he'd had a meltdown. Best friends or not he 
wasn't Alex's problem . He shouldn't be a problem in the first place- 


" .. please... " 


And just that one word, voice raw and pained and nearly as strained as how Morgan felt, 
finally broke down the wall of doubt enough for the tears to spill over. Because Alex wanted 
to be here. He wanted to help. He was Jiterally asking to... And Morgan wanted him there so 
badly he couldn't put it into words. He just wanted Alex to stay. Please don't go- don't leave 
me- Whined a terrified voice in the back of his mind. 


Morgan pressed his face back into Alex's shoulder as the sobs began to claw their way free. 
His hands clutch at Alex's shirt, fingers bunching up in the soft material as he hung onto his 
best friend like a drowning man clutching a log. And he just cried. He cried in a way he 

hadn't in a long time... He just let go. He stopped trying to stifle the sobs or hide the tears... 


He stopped trying to put on a brave face. He stopped pretending that everything was fine and 
that he didn't care and that it didn't hurt to be knocked down over and over and over. 


He just wept . 


And Alex stayed. He stayed and he didn't let go. 


He wouldn't dare . 


Morgan really wasn't sure how long cried for but it felt like hours even though it was 
probably only a few minutes. But eventually his tears did slow and his sobs became 
hiccupping breaths, blotchy tear-streaked skin, and a stuffy nose. He finally started to pull 
back and Alex let him, mostly . The S-tier villain still didn't fully let him go but he loosened 
his grip enough so Morgan had a little more space. 


Morgan sniffled and whipped at his face. " -god... f- fuck. I- I didn't mean to- to cry all over 
you like that..." He muttered as the world came blurrily back into focus. And then he noticed 
the wet smudges on Alex's shirt. "-Sorry I-" 


Alex made an exasperated noise in the back of his throat and Morgan looked up at him. 
Without breaking eye contact Alex just lifted one hand to his shirt and suddenly the stain was 
gone. He lifted a brow at his friends, wordless annoyance radiating from him. 


Morgan couldn't help it. He snorted. But it was much more... mucous-y than intended. "Ah 
fuck-" And he lifted a hand to cover his face and he pulled fully away this time to go get a 
paper towel and blow his nose. Alex just rolled his eyes skyward but a small smile pulled at 
his lips. 


After cleaning up his face, Morgan turned back, "Uh... sorry." 


"Yeah well, you were sobbing so..." And Alex shrugged. Morgan nodded and sniffled a bit. 
"Are you feeling any better?" Alex asked, trying to keep the impatience out of his voice. He 


hadn't been ready to let go yet... 


"I mean, a little, yeah..." 


But patience was not Alex's strong suit. "Well, the goal is for you to be more better than just 
'a little’." Alex said as grabbed Morgan's arm and started dragging him into the living room. 


"Ah-! Hey- wait- Alex!" Morgan protested but his friend really didn't seem to care. 


Alex sat on the sofa and pulled Morgan down with him before manhandling him until 
Morgan was sitting with his legs over Alex’s lap and was pulled in against him. Alex just 
tugged the blanket down from the back of the sofa and pulled it over both of them before 
sighing in exasperation and completing his capture of the D-tier villain. 


"Uh..." Morgan managed once Alex had settled. One of his arms was around Morgan's waist 
and the other was resting over his legs and the blanket. On a scale from | to 10 Morgan 
would have to rate being cuddled like this a solid 8 maybe even a 9 if his cuddler wasn't so 
annoyed, but Morgan really wasn't sure why they were sitting like this in the first place. "... 
You... you know you don't have to sit with me, right?" 


"You're right. I don't." Grumbled the S-tier villain. 


But Alex made no attempt to move or let Morgan go. "So... Why... are you? Not that I'm 
complaining, but..." 


"I am trying to be useful. " Alex said indignantly. But he wouldn't look at Morgan while he 
spoke though. 


"Okay, but you don't have to do this-" 


"Maybe it's not just about you." Alex interrupted, as more lightning flashed outside and rain 
battered the window. But his tone softened and he looked out at the rain blurred window, as 
he said, "... They might be your emotions but I am still feeling them too." 


"...oh." And Morgan began to feel guilt spill into his stomach like acrid lead. It hadn’t even 
occurred to him that Alex would fee/ the things he felt. Like he knew Alex knew how he was 
feeling but he hadn't understood that it was like a kind of emotional echoing. 


Alex sighed loudly. "I can fee/ you feeling guilty. Stop it." And he glanced back at Morgan. 
"It's my power, not yours." His eyes were glowing a little brighter as if to prove his point. 


"Yeah, but they're my emotions." 


"And if I didn't want to feel them, then I'd just leave." Alex retorted. " My actions, my 
consequences. So just... shut up and let me help us both." 


Morgan tried to hold Alex's gaze but his friend looked away first. Golden cat's eyes flicked 
back to the window and he gripped Morgan a little tighter as the storm raged on outside. It 
didn't matter to Morgan, however, because even in profile Morgan could still see the 
annoyance and frustration and chagrin painted across Alex's face. He didn't just want to 
help... he needed to. Because that was how he coped. 


Maybe... Maybe I really am in love with you... just a little... 


"okay..." Morgan whispered after a moment and he just leaned into Alex. He let himself be 
pulled in and he rested his head on Alex's shoulder as they both settled into the embrace. "... 
thanks." 


Alex just snuggled Morgan in more and leaned his head against Morgan's. "...sure." 


And they just stayed like that for a while. Just sitting together in the semi-dark as rain and 
thunder filled the night outside. But Morgan began pulling at the paper towel he still had 


balled in his hand and as a question formed in his head. He was afraid to ask it, but... he was 
warm and safe and... It was just Alex. No matter what he said, it would still be alright... 
right? 


So finally he put his question into words, "... so what does it feel like... for you? My 
emotions... Not like the specifics but the... the big picture, I guess?" 


Alex thought about it for a few moments before responding in the same quiet tone. "Kinda 
like barbed wire, but it's writhing and ripping..." 


Morgan nodded and then added "... For me it's like... suffocating. Like sticky and 
overwhelming... Like I'm drowning in it." And he shrugged but not enough to dislodged 
Alex. After a beat he added, "I've actually almost drowned before." 


"Really?" 


"Yeah... I was like 12 and we were at the beach. I got caught in the undercurrent. I knew how 
to swim but... I just kept going down. My parents and siblings hadn't noticed. A- a lifeguard 
did, I think. They saved my life." He hummed. "I'm not really afraid of drowning or anything. 
I thought I would be when I first got Scuba certified but... It's still the kinda thing that sticks 
with you, I guess." 


Alex hummed in understanding before saying, "I got caught in some barbed wire when I was 
9." 


"Seriously?" 


"Yeah, a neighbor had taken it off their fence but just left it all piled up. Some branches and 
stuff had been thrown over it and I had decided to try and climb to the top. The branches gave 
way and I fell in. I got scraped and cut all to hell. Ma heard me and she and Pa had to get 
some wire cutters to get me out. I used to have scars from it but most of them were gone by 
the time I was 15." 


"Healing factor?" 


"Yeah..." 


"...I guess we are both pulling on our own experiences then..." 


Alex just hummed in agreement. And they fell silent again. The calm quiet darkness began to 
pull at Morgan's thoughts, slowing them down. 


The sound of the rain... 


The warmth from Alex... 


His quiet breathing... 


And he smelled like home ... 


Morgan blinked a few times to fight off the exhaustion pulling at his limbs and weighing his 
eyelids down. He wasn't ready to sleep yet, even if sitting with Alex felt like the most 
comfortable thing in the world. "... I shouldn't have let my mom bully me into going to 
Peony's..." 


"No, you shouldn't have... So why did you?" Alex asked, but he could tell Morgan was 
fighting sleep so he kept his voice a low rumble. 


Morgan just shrugged and let his fingers run absently over the intricate knit pattern Alex had 
done for this blanket. It was an ombre of greens. He'd made it specifically for Morgan. "... 
She'd just been so upset - She called me and said how much they'd hoped I'd be home for 
Christmas this year and..." 


Half a dozen emotions flickered through him but Alex didn’t feel any of them for very long, 
mostly they all just felt like various kinds of guilt. So Alex tried to put his anger away at the 
mention of Ellen's likely teary-eyed phone call. Guilt-tripping bitch. 


“.. Morgan...” 


“T- I knooow." He whined softly. "I do. I- I’m supposed to be setting boundaries and making 
all of them stick to them. I know that...” 


“Because when you don’t they just end up hurting you.” Alex reminded him. 


“But they weren’t trying too...” Morgan sniffled. 


“Yeah, and car accidents still kill people." He growled, but he just sighed and went on more 
gently, "And even if they didn’t mean to, that doesn’t make it not their fault. They still hurt 
you like this... Or at least pushed you far enough over the edge that you couldn't recover." 


“But she-” 


“Ellen’s wants and feelings are not more important than yours , Morgan." Alex murmured. 
"You don’t come second to other people.” 


When Morgan didn’t say anything Alex just sighed softly and held him a little closer. He 
could see tears threatening to spill over in Morgan's eyes even though his friend's attention 
was solely focused on his lap and plucking fingers. Alex moved his hand to cover one of 
Morgan’s. Despite the warmth of the apartment and the blanket, Morgan's fingers still felt 
cool to the touch as they stilled underneath his. 


““.. They have been putting your needs and wants in second place for damn near your whole 
life , Morgan. You know that. Even I know that and you've only just started talking to me 
about them... The only people who don't seem to know that are your parents. And that’s on 


them. That’s on them for not bothering to actually get to Anow you. Or even knowing where 
to start figuring out how to...” 


Morgan wanted to believe Alex. Sometimes... sometimes he did. Sometimes he could remind 
himself that his needs and emotions and wants and fucking existance was more important 
than other people’s. But now was not one of those times. Now it just felt like a lie. And his 
chest burned with that lie. It made his throat feel tight and his stomach churn. "... J know. " 
But I don't know how to believe it... 


He sniffled again and lifted up the paper towel to dab at his watering eyes. " But I just... I 
want them to love me." And even just whispering the words made some of the tears spill 
over. 


"... They aren't worth the effort. Fuck, they don't even deserve it..." Alex said, unsure how to 
help- what words to say to make his friend feel like he didn't need them or their love. 


Morgan just shrugged and swiped at his cheeks. "Sometime I can make myself believe that 
they aren't... but not always and it's the- the in-between moments that make me feel so 
fucking stupid sometimes." 


"Why?" 


"Because-" And he laughed a little, "I'm a grown ass man. I'm gonna be 26 in like 2 weeks- 
and- and I sat on my kitchen floor 5 days ago and balled because my family are assholes. 
And then I did it again like 20 minutes ago... I should have my shit together better than 
this." 


"Well, they are assholes, and that fucking sucks." Alex replied, "What's wrong with crying 
about it? You were upset, that's what happens when people get upset. Am I pissed that they 
upset you? You're damn right, I am. I don't think they deserve to even breathe the same air 
that you do, but that doesn't negate how you feel. How their actions or inaction make you 
feel." 


Morgan pulled at the paper towel some more. "Yeah but... I'm a-" 


"If you say because you're a guy, I'm gonna call bullshit. That's just some hero fed toxic 
masculinity." Alex interrupted and Morgan fell silent. Alex rolled his eyes, "Why does it 
matter what gender you are or aren't? You still have feelings and emotions and all that just 
like every other person on the planet." 


Morgan just shrugged, but ended up tucked under the blanket more securely. "... I dunno..." 


"If it had been Peony would you have cared? Or Maggie? If they'd been upset or sobbing 
would you have thought they were stupid?" 


"No " 


"So why the double standard? Who the fuck cares in the first place?" 


Morgan grimaced. "... my parents did... And most of the media I grew up with... My parents 
probably didn't do it maliciously but they... they shut me down a lot when I was upset as a 
kid. Me and Strider..." 


"Ick, don't make me try to sympathize with that dickbag..." 


Morgan snorted. "Yeah well... He grew up with a lot of the same input and rules that I did... 
He wasn't always a shitty human being, you know? When we were kids we used to play all 
the time. It was fun..." And Morgan just closed his eyes for a second. Just to rest them for a 
bit while he talked. "... fuck, even after he got his powers he still wasn't a complete asshat. 
He was just... He just became a bully because he now had super powers. But he'd still 
hangout with me and play video games or help me with my homework... It didn't really go 
bad until I got my powers just before high-school. And then things went south fast... Like a 
fucking dumpster fire in straight to hell..." 


"Oh there's a fun thought." Alex chuckled. Morgan had closed his eyes and was just leaning 
into Alex. So he made a point to speak more softly and to slow his own breathing. He could 
feel Morgan's breaths slow in turn. 


"Hmmm?" 


"I could throw him into a dumpster fire." 


Morgan smiled a little but didn't open his eyes, "... maybe after the wedding." 


"Ugh, you and rules..." 


"One of us... has to have them." 


" Why? They're so boring ." Alex teased, his words were just barely above whisper now. 
Morgan was starting to take longer and longer to respond. 


"Nuh... If there aren't rules then... how can we break... them..." 


Alex didn't reply. He just sat very still as Morgan's breathing began to slow even more. And 
then the D-tier villain just curled into him, fingers bunching loosely in Alex's shirt... And he 
was out like a light. Alex wanted to sigh in relief but he was afraid it might wake his friend 
so he settled for just closing his eyes and keeping his friend from slumping away from him. 


This had been one hell of a morning for him... And honestly napping seemed like the best 
fucking idea he'd had all day. But first, he had to get Morgan into bed, then he could go crash 
in the guest room. But he didn't get up right away. It took Alex quite a while to find the 
motivation to stand... and stop cuddling with Morgan. Because god damn had he missed it. 
Missed Morgan leaning into him or brushing a hand down his arm or just- just touching him 
in casual ways that felt like so much more. Alex hadn’t realized how much he relied on 
Morgan for his touch quota and after Christmas he'd come to want more. 


He let his head fall back so he could stare up at the ceiling. Morgan took that as his cue to 
nuzzle in more. Alex had to suppress a soft whine as he began to feel Morgan’s breaths tickle 


against his skin. "... I'm in love with you and I don't know what the hell to do about it..." He 
whispered aloud. "But now is definitely not the best time..." Maybe it never will be and I can 
just go on never having to address it... That sounds like a great plan. 


Morgan, of course, made no answer, he was thoroughly asleep by now and so exhausted that 
a nuclear war might not wake him. But as Morgan clung to him, Alex wondered if maybe 
Morgan's penchant for physical affection had more to do with a personal need for it than just 
because he didn't mind invading people's bubbles. The crossed arms turned self-hug probably 
should have been my first clue... But of course Alex hadn’t noticed that until he'd basically 
been slapped in the face with it. But he knew now and that meant he could- do something 
about it, maybe. But the idea of reciprocating more made him exceptionally uncomfortable. 
Not because he didn't like being touched but because cuddling with Morgan, more than I 
already have, was just going to be like torture. Especially now... 


But he'd do it. 


For Morgan he'd do damn near anything. 


Including things he probably wouldn't like. Despite circling back to the events of Truce Night 
several times, Morgan still didn't mention specifically what Strider had said to set him off... 
But Alex knew who'd he could ask. And he could and would make them talk. 


But that was a problem for later. Now he should really go tuck Morgan in. Reluctantly Alex 
adjusted his grip on his best friend and stood in one fluid motion. Despite cradling the D-tier 
villain in his arms, Alex hardly noticed the weight. Besides it wasn't like this was the first 
time he'd carried Morgan to bed. 


It was, however, the first time his friend had been clutching onto him while he tried. And 
apparently he had a fucking death grip on Alex. Alex had gotten into Morgan's room and 
pulled the sheets back without issue, but after setting Morgan down, he discovered he 
couldn't stand back up. Morgan's hands were still curled into his shirt and even in sleep he 
clearly still didn't want Alex to go. 


"...come on, Morgan..." Alex whispered as he tried to loosen his grip. This only resulted in 
the sleeping villain tightening his hold. 


Alex whined in the back of his throat. He was leaning half over a very unconscious Morgan 
and he was really really struggling to remember why he couldn't just climb into bed with 
him. "...boundaries. Boundaries and consent." He muttered to himself, but it still didn't help 
him resolve the issue. Maybe I could just take the damned shirt off? 


But before he tried that he had another thought. Was it kind of selfish? Oh, it was very selfish, 
but it would also work too. So he turned into a cat. He landed gently on the bed and snaked 
his way back into Morgan's arms. He immediately clutched at cat Alex, fingers sliding 
through his soft fur. Alex purred and was glad Morgan wasn't aware just how unconscious 
that behavior was. But, thank god , you can't see a cat blush, so he curled his fluffy tail 
around himself and settled in to nap on his favorite warm spot. 


It was handy that Morgan didn't seem to mind all that much either. 


Morgan felt something poke at his arm. He didn't move but he felt his brows draw down. 
What... It has to be too early for this... whatever this is... Then he felt something warm and 
fluffy slide underneath his arm. Morgan was laying on his side and the furry thing was 
cuddling in against his sternum. 


He didn't own a pet so this should have startled him more, but instead of jumping he just 
opened one eye and peered down. Yellow gold cat eyes stared back at him out of the dusty 
orange face of a very fluffy tabby cat. "...hi." Was all Morgan managed. 


The cat just blinked slowly at him. 


"whatcha doin?" 


Another blink before he settled back into his spot. 


Morgan couldn't help the smirk that pulled at his lips. Cat Alex amused him to no end. The 
feline shape just suited his friend so well. All the arrogance and disdain in the world just 
rolled into a tiny little killing machine, it was perfect. But it didn't matter to Morgan one bit if 
he had claws or god-like powers, he was still gonna annoy his friend. So he rolled onto his 
back thoroughly disturbing the cat as he sat up. 


Alex in turn got up and slinked into Morgan's lap. Morgan reached out to pet the fluffy terror 
but he suddenly put both paws on Morgan's chest and shoved him back down to the bed with 
the force of powerlifter. Morgan let out a whoosh of air as he slapped back down onto the 
bed. Alex sauntered forward and laid down on Morgan's chest utterly smug. 


"... good to know you still have super strength as a cat..." Morgan muttered. "... but I really 
should get up." 


Alex didn’t move, he just stayed curled up on Morgan's chest. Morgan rolled his eyes but 
started to contemplate his options. Losing a fight with a cat first thing in the morning, 
actually what time is it? , didn't feel like the best option. And even though this cat was 
literally the most powerful person on the planet, he was still just a cat. So Morgan just 
waited. 


After a moment he began to pet the ridiculously soft beast. Alex didn’t stir. Morgan grinned. 
So he quickly got his hands around the cat and sat up, clutching the orange tabby to his chest. 
Then he scrambled out of bed while still holding Alex so the cat couldn't shove him back 
down. 


"Ha!" Morgan laughed triumphantly. 


Alex just merped at him in annoyance but also didn't try to escape. 


"Oh come on... I can't just stay in bed all day." Morgan replied as he went to grab his phone. 
"Look, see, it's almost noon... Fuck, it's almost noon... How long was I out?" 


The cat just stared at him. 


"Fine, keep your secrets." Morgan snickered but continued to carry the cat as he headed for 
his door. 


His apartment was bright. And sunny. And bright. But it also smelled wonderful. Morgan 
wandered into the kitchen only wincing a little. There was a timer set on the oven. "What're 
you making?" Morgan asked the cat. 


Finally the cat responded, but only by squirming free of Morgan’s hold and jumping down. 
The cat became Alex seamlessly mid leap. 


"Lunch." Muttered the annoyed villain. "It has another 20 minutes so you could have slept 
more." 


Alex then stepped over to turn on the coffee pot. Had he set the timer for the pot to start 
brewing in 10 minutes? Of course he had but that decision had been made under the 
assumption Morgan would still be asleep. He'd really thought he could just slink back into 
Morgan's arms unnoticed... 


"Oh... well, thanks." Morgan replied and dragged a hand through his tousled hair. Then he 
added, "And thanks... for staying, I mean. You didn't have to do that..." 


"Yes, I did." Was Alex's only reply. 


Morgan fidgeted a bit and tried not to say thank you again. Instead he glanced around and 
looked for a distraction. He found one in the shape of one of his notebooks. It was on the 
counter instead of the table. He scooped it up and glanced over at Alex. "Looking through my 
notes, are you?" He chuckled. 


"More like trying to decipher them." 


"Oh come on, my handwriting's not that bad." 


"No, I meant literally. That whole section is in code or something." Alex snorted. 


Morgan glanced back at the page and blinked. "Well huh... yeah it is. Whoops." 


Alex just shook his head, "Only you would accidentally write in code." 


Morgan just shrugged as he skimmed the page. "I think I did it because this is about Greg's 
postcard. So I was already thinking about ciphers. It happens." 


"Only to you." Alex chuckled as he leaned against the counter near Morgan. His friend just 
glanced up and grinned sheepishly up at him. It nearly stopped Alex's heart. He was all sleep 
rumpled and happy with his shirt starting to slip down one shoulder. The sunshine caught his 
hair bringing out his auburn highlights and the light made his splash of freckles stand out 
along his face and down his neck and collar. He just looked adorable and delighted and 
soft... and so fucking kissable. 


Alex had been grinning back but his smile had fallen and he was just staring at Morgan. 
"...what?" 


Suddenly snapped out of his reverie, Alex jumped and moved quickly away instead of 
leaning down like he wanted to. "I- I forgot to cut up the chives." He muttered. 


Morgan snorted, but the coffee pot started to splutter as it finished so Morgan stepped over to 
turn it off. God I have such a weird friend. But the thought only filled his heart with warmth 
as he got down a mug for coffee. Today was already starting off better than the entirety of the 
last month combined . 


"So," Morgan asked, still smiling as he poured his coffee, "What's the plan for today?" 


Chapter End Notes 


I saw all those comments about Alex giving Morgan a hug and all I kept thinking was 
"Just wait, I promise we'll get there" lol 


Chapter 18 


Chapter Notes 


Hey all! This is a bit of a shorter chapter than the last two but it's definitely a good one~ 


TW: References to suicide/self-harm and SA 


As it turns out, the plan for today was Alex bullying him into packing and then dragging him 
back to his lair. Alex then insisted that Morgan stay at least until the end of the month. 
Morgan told him he was pushy and overreacting but didn't argue further. Honestly the change 
in scenery was probably for the best. 


And then Alex sat him down on the sofa and handed him his tablet. 


"Now what?" Morgan asked, rolling his eyes as he took the device. 


"Therapist. Find one." 


"Oh, that's not-" 


" Find. One ." Alex interrupted with a growl. "And before you start, I damn well know the 
insurance you have for you and your crew covers mental health services. You won't even 
have to pay out of pocket. Find one." 


Morgan narrowed his eyes at Alex. He was right, of course, Morgan's insurance absolutely 
covered mental health services. Because it was important that his people, who did dangerous 
things for a living, could talk to people who could help them if they needed it. Mental health 
was a Serious topic and not to be taken lightly... Except for his, of course. Then it could just 
be ignored... "I seriously doubt there are therapist's for villains. Not the kind that don't want 
to turn me 'away from a life of crime." Morgan scoffed. 


"Have you looked?" 


"Look." 


"But-" 


"You're the one that likes to research. Just look. If there isn't one then we'll figure something 
else out. But look first." Alex said before wandering away to grab his phone. 


"Where are you going?" 


"Out." Alex called back, "Find a therapist, Morgan. I'll be back soon." 


And before Morgan could reply Alex had vanished in a subtle swirl of red sparks and smoke. 
Morgan glared moodily at the dissipating puff before he just flopped back and stared at the 
wall of monitor windows. " Find a therapist, Morgan." He mocked under his breath as he 
watched the wind blow through the meadow Alex had changed his windows to, but he didn't 
set the tablet down. The view was lush and new spring growth could be seen on the trees 
already. Morgan had no idea where in the world this was but it looked lovely. 


If nothing else, I can prove that there aren't any and he'll get off my case about it... 


With a sigh Morgan flicked his fingers in a specific gesture and opened up one of his pockets. 
He pulled out a USB drive and closed the pocket. He powered off the tablet before plugging 
the drive in and switching it back on. The operating system on the drive overrode the one on 
the tablet and Morgan opened up the operations system he used at his hideouts. The black 
screen had a red cursor blinking at the top. He typed in several command lines and then a 
flourishing 'C' filled the screen and welcomed him back. 


He pulled his knees up and hunkered down to begin his search. "...oh-kay... where to 
start..." 


Alex materialized across the street from a very ordinary office building in one of the 
neighboring communities to Capital City. Originally Midtown was its own city but as Capital 
grew it basically consumed all the nearby cities in its desperate attempt to become a 
megatropolis. Regardless, the commute still sucked and rent was astronomical. Which meant 
even if you were an A-tier hero with a stipend coming from the Fairness Association, you 
still needed a job. 


Alex blinked and let his vision shift into x-ray and he scanned the building for his vic- ... 
target. He found them walking into the break room on the Sth floor. No one else was in the 
room, perfect. He waited until they sat down before blinking his vision back to normal, a 
slow smirk spread across his face as he vanished. 


Peony sighed as she plopped down into one of the least squeaky chairs in the break room. 
Today had been... fine. Just the usual work problems that she'd managed to resolve by 
actually calling the people who were holding up the project instead of just assuming they 
knew about the deadline changes. They, of course, hadn't and tada, crisis averted. 


But that wasn't why she wanted to put her head down on the shitty lament table and cry, or 
maybe beat my head against it. No, she was contemplating the sad state of her life because 
the last week had sucked so bad. And it had all blown up in her living room. 


Strider had played dumb but only Dad had bought it. Even Mom was pissed at him for 
whatever he had obviously said to Morgan. He didn't understand why everyone was more 
focused on that and not that Morgan had basically admitted to being a murderer. An argument 
ensued. Mom and Dad still thought they could help Morgan 'turn his life around’, Strider was 
certain only a jail cell would help Morgan, and Dave... He was a lot more unhappy with the 
idea of having Morgan around for family get-togethers. Including their wedding. 


Peony studied the ring on her finger and sighed. That had been a really nasty fight between 
them. Dave didn't like the idea that she spent so much time with someone who was clearly 
dangerous and Peony snapped back that so was Dave. He had heightened abilities way past 
the average human and was a soldier. He'd killed people too. Dave had really not appreciated 
that. Her comparing what he did for their country to a villain killing people for personal gain. 
It hadn’t been fair but she didn't care, she was just pissed that he thought he could have a say 
in who she spent time with. Especially after they had already had a lengthy discussion about 
Morgan and his status as a villain. 


They had gone to bed angry and hurt on both sides. But after they'd calmed down over the 
next day or so, they talked again. And actually talked this time, instead of arguing. She 
understood that what Dave had been through wasn't the same as say, what the Devourer did, 
but they still didn't even know if Morgan really had killed anyone. As far as the FA database 
was concerned Carmine AKA Morgan Bolten had been charged with multiple counts of 
grand theft, robbery, embezzlement, hacking private and government databases, petty theft, 
and burglary. Nothing in his records indicated anything more violent than robbery but even 
those charges had been from when he was E-tier. Most of his current crimes were either 
ridiculously small or grandiose and bumbling. And Peony trusted him. She trusted her 
brother... okay, brothers . Strider still loved her even if he had this weird obsession with 
arresting Morgan for 'his own good' or whatever. 


She, and Dave, had to keep reminding her of that, especially after Dave had remembered the 
pet cam they had for Peter, Dave's 14 year old cat. The camera was in the living room and 
was motion activated... and it had a microphone. A shitty mic but it was good enough to hear 
an argument. Livid didn't even begin to describe how she'd felt while listening to that 
conversation. 


Peony rubbed at her tired eyes glad she hadn't worn make-up today. She was about to get up 
again when the door to the break room slowly creeped closed, hinges softly squeaking. She 
watched it move as all the hairs on the back of her neck stood on end. 


It clicked closed. 


And then she heard the lock slide into place even though no one was standing by the door. 
Her shield went up all around her the same instant she heard a chuckle from just behind her. 


Pink energy crackled around her in a perfect sphere as she leapt to her feet, her chair 
clattering to the ground as she whirled. Leaning against the table behind her, looking for all 
the world like a model for the latest men's business attire who had somehow gotten lost in a 
shitty office building, was The Devourer. 


" Hello, Peony... Or would you prefer Infrared? " He taunted, one arm crossed over his chest 
and the propped up so he could tap on his chin. " But I do have to say... you really don't look 
all that heroic in grey heather." 


She just stared at him, her heart hammering in her chest. She didn't dare take her eyes off of 
him. Sinister vertically slitted eyes watched her back in bemusement. Like a tiger waiting to 
pounce. There were well over a hundred people in the building and she'd never be able to 
protect all of them from the Devourer, not alone. Her phone was on the table just behind her, 
if she could just press the secret panic button half a dozen heroes would be here in a few 
moments. She knew all of that. Just like she knew she was staring down death himself in her 
work break room... 


Except she wasn't. 


He might be dressed in slacks and his iconic blood red shirt paired with a sharp black vest. 
He might even be looking at her in that unblinking way a predator stares at prey. But none of 
his other flares were present. No chains, no jewelry. His posture was casual, not looming or 
stalking. And she realized that she wasn't looking at the Devourer... She was looking at Alex . 
And she’d have never known the difference if it weren’t for that Truce Night last fall. But if 
Alex is here- 


Peony leapt forward, shield winking out as pure panic overtook her. She nearly grabbed Alex 
in her haste but stopped herself. "Morgan! Is he okay? Is he hurt?" She demanded. 


Alex blinked at her sudden alarm. She went from a hero trying to futilely think their way out 
of certain death to a panicked sister in only a handful of seconds. He just raised a brow at her 
before saying in a much less antagonizing tone, "...he's alright." 


Peony nearly sat down again in her relief, except she'd knocked over her chair so she just 
stumbled back into the table behind her and leaned heavily on it. She took a few slow deep 
breaths to help banish visions of... worst-case scenarios from her head. Alex just stared at her 


in open confusion. "...Sorry." She muttered and rubbed at her face. "... I just- He hasn't been 
answering me. Just sending my calls to voicemail and only responding to my texts with 
emojis. And I think he was only doing that much so I wouldn't go over there..." 


"That might have to do with the fact that he's very very upset." Alex said, watching for her 
reaction. Right on cue she winced and looked away. And then to Alex's dismay, she brought 
her arms up in that same self hug gesture Morgan does. 


"... yeah... He's got every right to be..." She muttered before looking back. Alex was just 
watching her, unblinking and intense. 


Alex narrowed his eyes and tilted his head a bit. "... I'll admit. You're quite the conundrum, 
Peony. Because you certainly appear to be upset by what happened, and yet, I know for a fact 
that you are one of the people who hurt him..." 


"W-what are you talking about?" She asked not, at all, liking the way he was studying her. "I 
didn't hurt Morgan." 


"Oh please... Dont pretend like you didn't put up a literal barrier to keep him out." Alex 
retorted idly, taking immense joy in watching the pain and confusion flick across her face. 


"I- That's not why- I didn't- It was to keep him safe." She stammered, as it occurred to her for 
the first time what her actions a week ago might have looked like to a very upset Morgan. 
He- he has to know that right? I put the shield up to keep them from attacking him. He- he 
knows that... right? But the contempt on Alex's face said just the opposite. " He- he doesn't 
think that, does he? That I cut him out?" 


" And why wouldn't he? You picked your family's safety over his." Alex sneered softly and 
watched as angry tears began to well in her eyes. 


"He is my family, you- you snake!" She spat as anger and hurt mixed in her chest. "They 
could have seriously hurt him! It was 4 against 1- I don’t care how tough he's become they 
would have won-! He's- he's not you!" She snarled and watched as her anger just rolled off of 
him. His condescending smile remained unaffected. 


"I know he isn't. My question is why wasn't it a 4 v 2 , Peony? Why weren't you on his side?" 


She glared at him and swiped at her face before her tears could fall. "How- How was I 
supposed to pick sides! I didn't even know what was happening! We walked in and Stri and 
Mo were going at it- Except- except Morgan wasn't just mad... he was Cold. Everyone was 
all tense and upset- I- I did what I could to keep it from becoming a fight! -And I don't have 
to explain myself to you." She hissed. 


Alex just smirked at her, "Sounds more like you're trying to justify it to yourself... But your 
backstabbing is not actually why I am here." Alex said smoothly, before darkening his tone 
when she started to argue. "You see, I have a question for you. And I strongly recommend you 
answer it." 


"About what?" She snapped out, but her heart stuttered with panic as his smirk flashed very 
sharp fangs. 


"Hmmm, what I want to know is... What. Did. Strider. Say ." Alex purred. 


Peony froze as the lights in the room all flickered with his words. She swallowed as her anger 
became dry-mouthed fear. Alex was still very much the most prolific hero killer to ever live, 
even if he wasn't here as the Devourer. "D-didn't Morgan tell you?" 


"Tfhe had, I wouldn't be asking you..." Murmured the S-tier villain standing across from 
her. 


"...If- If he didn't want to tell you then-" She started to say but before she could finish Alex 
was suddenly just right in front of her. She hadn't even blinked. It was instantaneous. He 
wasn't and then he was. She flinched back automatically but she already had the table at her 
back, meaning she was effectively trapped. It was a very bad place to be. 


He leaned down towards her, his expression was utterly unamused. And as he spoke she 
could swear she smelled just a hint of that raw coppery tang most people associated with 
fresh blood. "This. Is. Not. A. Discussion." 


Peony wanted to turn invisible but she knew it wouldn't do her any good. "You- you won't 
kill me." 


Alex sneered down at her." J don't have to kill you to get what I want." 


"Morgan-" But then Alex's hand was around her throat. It was very light in comparison to 
what she had seen him do before, but his grip was still tight enough to cut off her words and 
her air. Her fingers immediately shot to his hand as she began to struggle uselessly to peel his 
fingers back, but no sounds escaped her. 


"My best friend is in a great deal of pain because of you and your family... It would do you 
well to keep his name out of your mouth." Alex whispered venomously. He made a point to 
speak slowly so she would begin to run out of air. "He is not a bargain chip for you or any of 
yours to throw around. I merely tolerate your existence out of courtesy. Do you 

understand?" 


Peony continued to ineffectually try to pull at Alex's hand, still unable to speak or take a 
breath. He hadn't been holding her long but she had been talking when he grabbed her so she 
hadn't had much air left to begin with and with the way her heart was pounding she was 
running out fast. She jerked and thrashed trying to swallow or speak or make any noise, but 
he just held her there. He looked annoyed, not even amused or hateful, he would strangle her 
to death without so much as batting an eye and he wouldn't even find it interesting. 


When he could see her starting to lose focus he growled, " Nod." 


She did several times and he let her go and stepped back to lean once more against the 
opposing table while she gasped for air. She coughed and rubbed at her throat while glared at 
Alex. "I- I understand..." She spat hoarsely even as terror had her slowly reaching for her 
phone... Except it wasn't there. 


Alex smirked and held up the device. " 7rying to call for help?" He mocked sweetly. And 
without looking away from her he crushed it into a crumpled hunk of broken metal, plastic, 
and glass. 


As he dropped what was left of it to the floor, she wondered not for the first time if she was 
actually going to live to see her own wedding day. She swallowed again despite how much it 
hurt and rolled her shoulders back. Defiant in the face of her growing dread. "I understand..." 
She repeated, "But I'm not going to tell you." 


She watched as Alex's eyes narrowed and then he began to lift his hand, pressing his fingers 
together in the oh so horrifically familiar gesture, poised to snap. In the FA many heroes 
started to consider it bad form or impolite to snap in general... she was starting to understand 
why . But even though her hands shook, she clenched them into fists as she went on, "I'm not 
going to tell you because I don't want you to kill him." 


" You would rather protect him," Alex ground out, "even though you know what he said is so 
vile I'd kill him over it?" 


"You don't need a reason to kill people." She retorted and lifted her chin to stare down the 
most powerful villain to ever live. "And if I can tolerate you for one brother, then I can 
tolerate the other being an irritating self-centered stuck up bastard." 


Alex wanted to be furious. He wanted to snap his fingers and bring her to her knees. He 
wanted to break her mind open and just take what he wanted regardless of the damage it 
would cause. But he knew that look. That pesky heroic defiance. Not all of them had it in the 
face of certain death, but Peony clearly did. And if she was anything like her brother then she 
would literally rather die than tell him. 


And as Alex continued glared at her, she held his gaze, unflinching... And then a small smirk 
of confidence flickered across her face as he continued to do nothing, she'd just called his 
threat. If he seriously hurt her unprovoked Morgan was going to be pissed but he'd 
understand. But if Alex killed her? ...Morgan might never forgive him. Besides he had to 
respect the balls it took to do what she was doing. So he lowered his hand and nearly snorted 
when he saw her swallow in visible relief. " You're an idiot... But a brave one. So how about 
we make a deal then." Alex offered. 


"A deal?" 


"Yes... what if I promise I won't kill Strider." Alex suggested, tone still edged. 


Peony stared at Alex suspiciously. "... and why should I believe you?" 


"You shouldn't." Alex said bluntly. "But it's the best you're going to get... Besides, it's good 
enough for your brother." 


Peony snorted, but she didn’t agree, not yet. She still wasn't sure why Alex felt like he needed 
to know this. "...But why?" 


"Why what ?" 


"Why does it matter to you what Strider said?" When Alex just rolled his eyes she crossed 
her arms. "You just threatened to kill me over this so, if this is just for your idle curiosity then 
I'm not going to tell you. Because, you’re right. I don't trust you... I trust Morgan and if he 
didn't want to tell you then maybe that's for the best." 


Alex just glared at her but he couldn't actually think of a very good way to argue with her 
other than, 'I'm the Devourer so do what I say.' And Peony had made it very clear that wasn't 
a good enough reason. Se/f-righteous moron... 


Alex didn’t speak for long enough that Peony thought he wasn't going to answer, but just as 
she started to speak again he finally said, "... Someone is using me to hurt my friend, and I... 
do not appreciate that. So I want to know why and how." 


Peony studied his face but all she could see was annoyance... And just maybe a hint of 
genuine discomfort. But he didn't seem to be lying. "... Fine... but I want something else 
too." 


" What?" Alex demanded, teeth bared in a bit of a snarl. 


"I want you to promise to not horrible maim him or rip his mind apart or turn him into a plant 
or something- And!" She said interrupting his growl but then her voice softened a bit. She 
still didn't want to look away from Alex so she just had to blink back her tears to keep the 
room from blurring. "And I... I want you to tell Morgan that I... I want to talk to him. I need 
to apologize- I- I never meant to hurt him- To make him feel that I- ...I- I was just trying to 
help." 


Alex just rolled his eyes as water welled in hers. God, people are so annoying. Why in the 
hell am I doing this again? 


... Because you love him, stupid. 


Fuck. 


And all he could see was Morgan, was his grief and heartache and rejection. And the defeated 
tone that had filled his voice when he spoke about Peony's actions. "... oh for fuck's sake." He 
swore softly. "Fine. J promise. " He bit out. 


"To all of it?" 


"Yes- Christ. To all of it. I won't kill, maim, or otherwise brutalize him in a fashion akin to 
death and I'll tell Morgan you're sorry." 


"And that I want to talk to him." 


"Yes, yes. Fine." Alex muttered, waving a hand in annoyance before rubbing at his temple. 


She glared at him again and swiped at her face. "Good..." But she hesitated for quite a while. 


Long enough that Alex prompted her, "Well? What did that miserable egotistical gutless-" 
But he cut off the rest of his insults, and huffed out a breath. Finally he just said, "What did 
he say, Peony?" 


Peony grimaced and crossed her arms, as she readied herself to pull up her shield in a 
moment's notice. "It's less what he said and more what he implied..." 


Alex just growled low in his throat and his eyes flashed dangerously. " Which was?" 


She shifted uncomfortably before saying "... He might have implied that you, maybe, might 
be using mind control to... coerce Morgan." 


" Coerce? " Alex repeated as hate began to boil underneath his skin. Just the mention- just 
the implication that he was manipulating Morgan with mind control had him white knuckle 
gripping his crossed arms. 


The lights all began to dim in the break room. And Peony very much didn't want to 
elaborate... But she didn’t think it would be safe for anyone if she were to stop now. "... 
like... sexually." 


It seemed to take an eternity for Alex to respond as one emotion after the next crawled across 
his features. Outrage, disgust, revulsion, and then finally, the rage took hold and his lips 
peeled back into a snarl. 


"What." 


And with just that one word- that one low voiced snarl that seemed to reverberate around 
them, every fluorescent bulb in the room shattered. Peony's shield went up as the room was 
plunged into absolute darkness. And some small part of her realized that it wasn't just the 
light bulbs that were fried, but all the electronics in the room had been overloaded. And then 
the whirring of the AC cut off. He tripped the circuits for the whole fucking building. But that 
really wasn't what caught her attention... 


No she was focused on the fact that the only lights in the room were her bubble and the 
Glowing. Malicious. Yellow. Eyes. Her heart pounded in her chest because she should be able 
to see more of him, he wasn't standing that far away and her bubble was glowing. But it was 
just his eyes and the darkness . It seemed to be pressing in all around her as the monstrous 
eyes remained fixated on her... The Devourer's eyes. And she was alone in the dark with 
him and his hate. 


She poured everything she had into the shield she had up. It brightened as it solidified into a 
perfect bubble of impenetrable energy. But still the swirling tenderals of living darkness 
dimmed its light. And she could feel the heat now- the physical sweltering heat his burning 
hatred was producing. He wasn't just insulted or offended. He was violently repulsed by the 
very suggestion such a thing might have happened. His fury literally began to boil the air 
around them and her bubble was better at keeping physical attacks out, not energy ones. So 
despite her dry mouth and the heat starting to scorch her exposed skin, Peony said the only 
thing she could think of that might distract the Devourer enough to keep him from burning 
this whole building to the ground. 


".. You really do love him, don't you?" She asked, words barely above a whisper as terror 
stole her voice. 


The blistering heat that had begun leaking through her bubble suddenly dulled. The darkness 
all around her stopped writhing and began to lighten just fractionally. And for just a moment 
she saw shock and surprise on the now visible but shadowy face across from her. He looked 
utterly inhuman, features stark in the dim light, but his expression was. It was that perfect 
moment of bewilderment and shock that could only come from the uncertainty of a romantic 
entanglement. 


And then he was just gone . As noiseless and frightening as he had appeared, he just 
vanished. And Peony physically felt him leave as the oppressive amount of power that had 
been pouring off of him vanished too. It was as if the gravity in the room had lessened and 
light seemed to bounce around the room properly once again. Then the emergency lights 
finally came on. 


Peony was greeted with a sight that should have chilled her to the bone. The linoleum floors 
were charred and bubbled, a chunk of the table across from her had been turned ash and the 
rest of the laminate was curling away from the heat, and finally the plastic chairs were half 


melted leaving twisted dripping puddles of molten plastic and spindly metal chair legs 
behind. The room was full of a thick haze of smoke- 


The building's fire alarms suddenly began shrieking and Peony leapt about a foot in the air 
and turned invisible making a tiny squeaking sound. She was desperately glad no one saw 
her, the Courageous and Bold Infrared, do that, but she remained invisible as she hurried out 
of the building with the rest of her coworkers. Her heart was still hammering in her chest and 
she needed to call Strider. And Dave. Right fucking now. 


As it turns out, Alex was gone for a lot longer than 'a bit', but it wasn’t until close to dinner 
time before Morgan noticed. The windows had gone dark outside to match the late hour but 
the lair had several automatic lights that had switched on as it got dim. It was very convenient 
for Morgan, who hadn't had to move from his spot all day while he worked. 


As it turns out there were, in fact, several villain therapists, and not even the 'we want to help 
save you' kind. They were legitimately villains who also happened to be therapists. So 
Morgan had started poking around in their backgrounds to find out what they did, who they 
were, and whether they were just looking for test subjects for mind control tech. Several fell 
into the latter category and Morgan made a note to avoid them. But the rest appeared to be 
like... legit therapists who just wanted to help other villains be less traumatized. It was a little 
mind-boggling to Morgan but everybody had to have a hobby... 


And then he found Haylie Quintana. She was a retired villain who got out of the bis after she 
got married to another villain, one Penelope Helsi. Penelope actually worked for one of 
Alex's holding companies responsible for international reforestation efforts. With that new 
tidbit, Morgan had then sent a few texts to some of Alex's people and they emailed him their 
background checks on both women. They, of course, were thorough and meticulous... and 
left Morgan with no way to argue that Dr. Quintana might be secretly out to brainwash 
villains or sell them out to the FA. Plus she had a video call appointment option... And took 
his insurance. 


He did everything he could think of to try and disqualify her like he had all the others he'd 
looked at over the last 6 hours and all he had managed to do was convince himself that he 
might actually like her. Crap. He let the tablet fall to his lap again and continued to hesitate 
over the send button for the new patient form. He'd filled it out because he could do that 
without committing to anything but his nerves were making him hesitate. He still didn't know 


if he needed- if he wanted this, to just tell some stranger all the things he'd spent a lifetime 
bottling up. It was terrifying... 


Morgan was about to make a decision when suddenly Alex popped back into his living 
quarters, cursing. Morgan flinched and clicked the submit button. 


"Ah-! Oh- damn it- Ah." Morgan panicked for a second as he watched the little loading 
symbol change to a green check mark confirming that his paperwork had been submitted. "... 
well fuck." But he glanced over at the still fuming S-tier villain, "Well, you will- Jesus! What 
happened to you?" Morgan asked, changing topics mid sentence as he took in Alex's 
appearance. 


Alex was singed, covered in dirt smears, with rips and tears in his clothes. His hair was a bit 
of a mess and his hands were sporting talon-like claws with more dirt underneath them. Even 
his fangs looked more pronounced. He was panting and swearing under his breath like he was 
coming down off of a fight... that did not go well. Which almost never happened. Brightly 
glowing yellow eyes flicked to Morgan and he growled. 


Morgan just lifted his brows, "Rough day, buddy?" 


" Eat me." Was all Alex spat back as he stomped passed heading for his room. 


"Wanna talk about it?" Morgan asked, trying not to snicker. Alex just gave him the finger 
without turning around and continued stalking away. 


Morgan heard the door to Alex's room slam and when the door didn't come flying down the 
hall, Morgan figured Alex had mostly calmed down already. "... I'm gonna go make dinner." 
He chuckled before climbing to his feet. 


The red sauce was simmering away by the time Alex returned, cleaned up and in sweats. He 
still looked unhappy but not nearly so pissed, his nails and teeth were both back to normal. 
He strolled over to the island and sat down at the bar while grumbling a little. 


Morgan didn't bother to suppress his grin. "...So how was your day?" 


"Hmph. " 


"One of those days, huh?" But when Alex didn’t answer, Morgan finished adding the pasta to 
the boiling water and glanced over. "What happened?" 


"... | went out to the edge of the galaxy." 


" Why? mW 


"Because there was an earth-like planet out there." 


"Which was important because?" Morgan promptly, rolling his eyes. When Alex got moody 
like this, Morgan had to keep asking questions or Alex would never spit the whole story out. 


" Because I wanted to destroy a world ." He growled at the counter, his head currently 
propped up on one of his hands. His damp hair was hanging messily down over his face. 


Okay, that one's new. Morgan set the spoon down he'd been using to stir the pasta with and 
turned to look at his friend. Alex was glaring at the smooth grey stone counter like it was 
trying to insult him. Morgan lifted his brows and crossed his arms over his chest before 
leaning back against the cupboards next to him. "...so are you mad because it wasn't fun or 
because of something else?" 


Alex didn’t respond. 


Morgan rolled his eyes, "Because of something else then. Do you want to talk about it?" 


"... Not really." 


Morgan nodded. "Okay." And he didn't press any further. Alex didn't have to tell him what 
was wrong but Morgan was there if he changed his mind. "Dinner will be ready in about 8 
minutes." 


Alex nodded, still glaring at the counter. When it didn't disintegrate or produce some helpful 
idea to ease his irritation, he sighed and glanced over at Morgan who was getting out bowls 
and a colander. He didn't say anything, he just watched Morgan work. He was still in the 
same pjs from last night. Yesterday feels like forever ago... 


Morgan noticed Alex's gaze and hummed, "So was the planet inhabited?" 


Alex shrugged. "Don't know, don't care. It's just small hunks of rock now." 


Morgan just nodded and stirred the pasta again. 


"How'd the search go?" 


Morgan hunched his shoulders and now it was Alex's turn to snort. "I can't tell if you're upset 
because you had results or because you didn't?" 


"I did." Morgan grumbled. "Some of which were just villains looking for guinea pigs for 
brainwashing techniques-" 


Alex made a growling sound and Morgan glanced at him, but he just lifted his free hand to 
wave for Morgan to continue. 


"But some weren't..." 


"And?" 


"I... found one that might work." 


"Did you make an appointment?" 


"No, but before you complain, I did fill out the new client- patient form- thing." 


"And did you submit it?" 


Morgan hunched his shoulders more. "...Accidentally." 


"Pfft! How did you accidentally submit it?", Alex laughed. 


Morgan shot his best friend a dirty look. "Well somebody teleported back here with no 
warning and snarling, it scared the shit out of me and I accidentally hit send..." 


Alex could feel a genuine grin pull at the corners of his mouth while Morgan continued to 
glare at him. "Well I'm glad I could help." He replied, wholly unapologetic. 


Morgan snorted and shook his head before turning back to the stove. 


"...So are you gonna schedule an appointment if you get approved- accepted- whatever?" 
Alex asked after a beat. 


"I... don't really know..." And he shrugged. 


"I think you should." 


Morgan sighed a little before saying, "I... think I probably should too... But..." 


"... I'm not gonna make you do this or anything but... You don't have to be alone if you don't 
want to." Alex offered after a best, eyes drifting back to the counter. 


"thanks." 


Alex nodded but didn't say anything else as his own thoughts began to spiral somewhere dark 
and unhappy. Fuck heroes ... But he pulled himself free before he could stir everything up 
again. "...Wanna watch a movie with dinner?" 


"Sure, man." Morgan replied before beginning the usual game they played to pick a movie. 
"No drama." 


"No rom-coms." Alex countered automatically falling into the routine. 


"Hmmm... No like straight comedies. Comedy and something is fine." 


"No superheroes." Alex said with a sneer. 


"Uck, seconded." Morgan complained. "Does that work? 


"Yeah, I think so, I'll go pick something." Alex said before standing. 


"Kay. When this is done I'll just bring it in." And he gestured to the boiling noodles. 


"Sure." 


And Alex stuffed his hands into his hoodie pocket and wandered down the hall to the theater. 
He flopped down onto the very plush recliner and snagged the control tablet for the screen. 
He ended up on an action adventure movie they had both seen before but had Morgan 
commentating the whole time in amusement as Hollywood badly portrayed Ancient Egyptian 
tombs and traps. It had been hilarious to listen to him kibitz the whole time and the 
familiarity would probably be good for both of them. 


Morgan came in with their drinks and bowls on a tray just as Alex paused the movie just 
before the opening credits started to play. Cups, bowls, and silverware got distributed as 
Morgan sat and then Alex dimmed the lights and clicked play. 


Just as the opening theme music started to play Alex just hummed a quiet, "...thanks." 


Morgan settled in more comfortably next to his best friend. "...same." 


And then they ate in a contented silence as the movie played on, both knowing there was 
more to both of their conversations and knowing the other understood now wasn’t the time 
for it. So they just enjoyed each other's company and presence, letting it be balm to the hurt 
they were both still recovering from. There would be time to talk more later, so for now they 
could just be thankful to have a friend who understands them so well and is willing to be 
patient. 


Chapter 19 


Chapter Notes 


So uh... This chapter discusses some *spicier* topics. It's not directly explicit, just 
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with mind control 
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Morgan's application was approved and he did make a therapy appointment for the following 
week. He needed to do this. It was important. 


It was still scaring him spitless. And the next available appointment was on the second 
Monday of the month, which wasn't really that big of a deal... Except that was the day Alex's 
people made their boss sit down and have, you know, meetings about his business. Alex 
hated meeting days and literally jumped at the chance to cancel so he could be there if 
Morgan needed him. 


Morgan had found it hilarious watching Alex try to squirm out of his responsibilities, but he'd 
told his friend no. He... He needed to try and do this himself. Accountability and all that, not 
just to himself but to his crew and the people he cared about... and Alex. He needed to take 
care of himself for them too. He mattered to a lot of people and they wouldn't want him to 
keep suffering like this. So he'd do the virtual appointment and it was going to be fine. And... 
well there might still be some things Alex didn’t know about his life. Besides, it was only 
supposed to be an hour. 


It ended up being 2. 


Which was probably for the best... Morgan thought as he slowed his breathing. Then he 
reached over and tapped the start button on his phone's stopwatch app. 


Dr. Quintana, "Or just Haylie, cupcake!" , as she preferred, was... smart and funny and witty. 
She was also kind but without letting him weasel around saying things as they were. "No 
sugah coatin' it." She'd spent the first part of the session telling Morgan about herself and her 
career. Then she just jumped right in to telling him about her own trauma. She shared some 
harsh things from her own life as a villain and as a kid to a junkie mother. And it made 
Morgan feel... He didn't know exactly but it made sharing his own problems a little easier. 


Morgan settled himself again, lying prone on the blanket, and rested the stock against his 
shoulder more securely. Red balloon, line eyes, frowny face... He repeated to himself as he 
looked through his scope. 


And he had talked. He had talked a lot. And he cried. And it- well he wasn't sure if he felt 
better or not but he wouldn't have to run through the whole story again so that was a plus... 
And she’d listened. She listened and she didn't invalidate his perception or feelings or try to 
downplay things just because 'everything when you're a teenager 1s dramatic’. 


Morgan scanned the cluster of wiggling and bobbing balloons down range for his target. He 
moved slowly and meticulously, only gently adjusting the rifle when he needed to as he 
listened to music. So what if it was blaring at max volume from his Bluetooth speaker or that 
he was listening to a rock/punk playlist he'd made when he was 19? He liked it and... he felt 
like it fit his mood pretty well as the lyrics echoed around the mile-long underground 
concrete testing range. 


He had booked another appointment for next week and then he'd come down here to practice 
with his Remington. Alex's lair was one of the only places he really felt comfortable using or 
practicing with his sniper rifle. There were just too many variables in other places. Too much 
risk. 


He spotted another red balloon and this time he saw the right sharpie face. Bingo. And then 
the oslitsting fan blew the balloons all around again, so Morgan waited. He watched the 
bobbing pattern and the movement as the helium balloons floated around tugging on their 
strings. He only wanted to hit his target, just that one balloon and nothing else. So he waited 
for his window. 


Was coming down to the range right after therapy to set up an elaborate game of Sniper 
Where's Waldo the best idea for him to cope? Probably not, but it took almost all of his focus 
to lay absolutely still on his stomach and wait to find the perfect shot. It was calming. And he 
needed to practice more using his left hand as his dominant one anyway. He could still use 
his right, but it cramped after about 40 minutes of holding still like this. Fucking Guardians... 
you just had to break all my fingers, didn't you. He thought, as the lyrics to 'Dead Bite' by 
Hollywood Undead filled the rest of his mind. His music really had to be up this loud and 
right next to him or he wouldn't be able to hear it through his ear plugs. It was necessary. ... 
right. It has nothing to do with me trying to drown out my own thoughts... 


As he studied the balloon down range his mind circled back everything that had happened 
last summer. J still need to get back at them... And Queenclasp. 


The balloon wiggled to the left in the next pass of the fan. Morgan smirked just a bit and 
centered the balloon in his crosshairs. He took in a breath and then squeezed the trigger on 
his exhale. 


*BANG* 


And Morgan watched through his scope as the red balloon vanished. He couldn't hear the 
pop, not at this distance or with the ear protection, but he grinned ferociously as the ribbon 
and strips of red latex plummeted to the ground. None of the other balloons so much as 
flinched. He used the bolt handle to eject the spent cartridge and chamber a new round before 
he reached over to pause the stopwatch. 


10 minutes 46 seconds... Not bad. He added the time to his log and then deleted the picture of 
the now ex-red balloon from his image randomizer. He shook his phone and the app selected 
a new balloon. This time it was green with 'v' shaped eyes and a line mouth. He nodded and 
switched back to his stopwatch. 


He got himself resettled and started the timer again. This time as he searched he circled back 
to the very rough plan he'd come up with for his revenge plot in his mind. It wasn’t very 
elaborate, yet, but it had potential. It would be non-lethal of course, because he didn't want 
them dead... he just wanted to utterly ruin them. 


I want their lives to be a living hell. And he felt himself smirk just a little. It probably wasn't 
a very nice smirk, but he wasn't feeling very nice just now... 


His crosshairs skimmed from one green balloon to another as the song changed again. He 
grimaced as 'Infrared' by Three Days Grace came on. He considered reaching over to skip the 
song but he'd jostle his rifle too much. So he just decided to ignore it... which meant now his 
hyperreactive brain was paying extra close attention to the lyrics. 


" ‘Cause everyone's living in black and white 


But we see each other in a different light " 


He had to resist snorting, he was still far too tired and hurt to think about his sister right now, 
let alone acknowledge that they shared a similar world view, albeit at different ends of the 


spectrum. He might have forgiven her already but that didn't mean he wanted to talk to her 
just yet. 


But his thoughts began to drift as he listened to the next stanza. 


" Infra-Red 
I know that you're burning up for me 
Fire in your bloodstream 
Moving through you at light-speed 


I see you, I see you" 


Alex... You really must have fire in your bloodstream... Especially given your mom's 
powers... So much heat... 


"In Infra-Red 
The heat and the light and the way you move 


Like nobody else is in the room 


I see you, I see you" 


Morgan's breath caught a little and he tried to push the thought of Alex looking at him like he 
was the person in the room from his mind. Green balloon- Green balloon- Green balloon- 


"It's okay, okay 
They won't understand us anyway, no 
You and I are on a different wave 


So, doesn't even matter what they say (no) " 


His scope was still tracking to different balloons but he wasn't really seeing them anymore. 
Not as his mind continued to think of Alex in this context. Of his heat and passion and just 
how badly Morgan wanted it to be direct at him. How he wanted Alex to pay attention to him 
like that. How he wanted Alex to be so hot under the collar for him that Morgan was the only 
thing he cared about- could think about. 


" ‘Cause everyone's living in black and white 


But we see each other in a different light " 


And then the chorus rolled around once again and Morgan's mind helpfully called up every 
image in his memory of Alex full of heat and rage and power. And he had a lot of them... 
Alex , clothes a little ripped, blood on his hands- his face- and just that grin - that wicked 'you 
can't escape from me' grin. Alex , hand dragging through his hair as he smirked down at 
Morgan, taunting him. Alex , slapping the wall and leaning in close after Morgan 
purposefully pushed his buttons- 


Morgan shivered a little as heat and desire pooled in his belly and lower... Because, fuck, did 
he want Alex. But more than that, he wanted Alex to want him back. To want and desire and 
take. He wanted to be taken. He wanted to just let go. To not have to be in control or in 
charge or responsible. He just wanted to be grabbed and touched and used. Fuck, he just 
wanted to feel good and to not have to think- He wanted sex and intimacy and mindless 
pleasure. 


And god could Alex give that to him, or do to him. 


Morgan shifted uncomfortably and tried to refocus but it was getting sort of difficult with the 
hard on he was beginning to sport. When he still couldn't get comfortable, he swore softly 
and switched on the rifle's safety before slapping pause on the damned stopwatch. Morgan set 
the gun to the side and just let his head fall to the ground in his makeshift snipers nest. He 
sort of wanted to beat his head against the metal catwalk but... It's not like this was the first 
time he thought about Alex like this. Or even the first time he thought about Alex just railing 
him. Though usually it's the other way around... 


Heat crawled up the back of his neck and just lay on the floor, miserable, as he wallowed in 
unresolved sexual frustration. He knew sometimes he’d use sex as a coping mechanism. He 
also knew that 'sometimes' actually meant ' a Jot of the time'. But it felt good and he got all 
that physical intimacy that he craved. Plus it could kill a few hours and if the sex was any 
good it usually left him too boneless and satisfied to think about the hard things. Like the 
loneliness or the worthlessness or the anxiety. It was just nameless, meaningless sex, for no 
other purpose than to get off and not have to be present in his own head for a while... 


But Alex wasn't just some rando he swiped right with on Kindling. And he also meant a hell 
of a lot to Morgan... But even though this clearly wasn’t going to happen, that fact wasn't 
stopping his mind from chasing down all those 'what if's and 'how would it feel's. 


Because god he could just imagine it ... 


Alex's hands on his back, calloused fingers slowly sliding down to his hips. And that little 
wicked chuckle might escape from him as his hands teased and kneed against Morgan's bare 
skin, purposefully mimicking how he might grip and tug during the heat of it. He might lean 
down and whisper in Morgan's ear, to tell him just exactly how he was about to use him- 
please him. Only for Alex to suddenly jerk his hips up, forcing Morgan onto his knees and 
bent over and- 


"Fuck ." Morgan muttered and just rolled over to stare up at the vaulted ceiling and 
exposed rafters. This isn't even remotely fair... 


Morgan's self control and reason were being pitted against probably one of the most attractive 
people Morgan had ever met and his own overactive imagination. He was seriously 


outmatched here. And Alex, the bastard, certainly wasn't making it easy for him either. His 
voice was rich and deep and would probably make the best moans. His smile, when genuine, 
was adorable and his smirk often spoke to sin. And then- then the fucker would just 
accidentally say innuendos or wander around the apartment or his lair without a shirt on. Or 
worse when he wore his form fitting gym clothes. It should be a crime for one person to look 
that good. Not that that would deter Alex... 


But all together it really wasn't his fault he found Alex this attractive. It was Alex's... for 
being so fucking hot. Morgan sighed and dragged his hands over his face. But of course there 
was one other reason he might be finding this all so difficult... 


Because he's absolutely my fucking type. There was no point in pretending otherwise now, 
not while Morgan was laying on the floor, aroused and aching from just the thought of Alex 
putting his hands on him. 


Alex was dangerous and powerful and so much stronger than he was... And Morgan wanted 
to take all that power and terror and bring him to his fucking knees. Or vice versa as the case 
may currently be. 


But his attraction wasn't just sexual either, it was also romantic... 


Just taking a quick walk down memory lane would confirm both of those unfortunate truths. 
He'd fucked one of Strider's friends in highschool just because he could. He was on the 
football team and twice Morgan's size and Morgan had left him wanting more so badly he'd 
texted Morgan for weeks afterwards. Then there was the alt goth girl he'd dated. She was 
more than a little pyro and Morgan could still remember the way she'd asked for more, all 
breathy and desperate, only to be toxic and manipulative in the next breath. And the other 
teen at the homeless shelter, the one who liked knives. Morgan still had a few faint scars from 
those encounters. And then the string of C or B tier villains he'd either just fucked or fucked 
but ended up dating, only for those relationships to inevitably implode. And a few of his 
nemeses he'd successfully seduced, some several times. 


And then there was his last dumpster fire of a relationship. He'd been awful and had cheated 
on Morgan several times, which wasn't even the first time I'd been cheated on and doesn't 
that say enough, only to turn around and be abusive and controlling while saying shit like 'I 
love you' and 'You're the only one I want.' One of the fucker's other lovers had stabbed him 
35 times in the chest with a kitchen knife and that was the end of that fiasco. 


Morgan puffed out a sigh and peered out from between his fingers at the ceiling. He had 
really thought he'd finally managed to break pattern with that cute and kind reporter from 
Today's Earth. But she hadn't, seeing as she was an A tier superhero who could have snapped 
him like a twig. Luckily that one hadn't actually gone anywhere but he'd only decided to go 
out with her because he thought she didn't fit his type. But no he was still just attracted to 
Red fucking Flags. 


The only person Morgan had ever been this attracted to and had very very briefly considered 
asking out because he thought it might not end like a dumpster fire was Alex. But that'd only 
been because they were already kinda friends at the time. In fact, all things considered, being 
friends with benefits with Alex might have been Morgan's only chance at ever having an 
actual healthy relationship. But way back then Alex hadn’t seemed interested. And he still 
doesn't. Morgan reminded himself harshly. But he couldn't even ask now, even if he wanted 
to because- because- Because he'd already... caught feelings for Alex. And there was no way 
his friend would return them. 


Yes, Alex cared about him, no question... But he... he didn't do romance. Even that whole 
marriage thing had been fake and clearly difficult for him. And over the last 4 years Alex 
never once mentioned romantic partners or a serious interest in them. They talked about who 
they've slept with a few times, normally when drunk, but that was it. So even just suggesting 
something along these lines would end badly for everyone. 


That ship has sailed so just get over it. Hell, it never even existed in the first place! Nothing is 
ever gonna happen. We're just friends and we are just going to keep being friends... But bile 
twisted in his stomach at that thought. Which was so stupid. He shouldn't be getting this 
twisted up over a dumb crush. He grimaced and he dragged a hand through his hair. He was 
gonna be here until March so he needed to get the fuck over this and move on so he could go 
back to just wanting to be friends. 


Iam not going to fuck my best friend and I am not going to date him . He thought, drawing a 
line in the sand. He wasn't ever going to have any other relationship with Alex besides 
friendship. Alex isn't an option. He never really was. And it didn't matter if that thought made 
his heart ache or his chest feel tight. It was the truth and he needed to accept that and stop 
letting himself pretend or imagine otherwise. 


So he rolled back onto his stomach and pushed up onto his elbow. He took one slow breath 
and then another as he stared out over the massive jet hanger esque range. Then he reached 


for his rifle again to continue his sniper practice. 


Alex hated meeting days. They only happened once a month and still he detested them. 
Mostly just because they were so goddamn boring. Being a multi-billionaire had its perks but 
actually running a massive semi-illegal enterprise was not one of them. 


But he had learned the hard way early on in his career as a villain, that just ignoring what his 
personnel were up to was not going to work. And after terminating several contracts, Alex 
changed up some policies and had damn near everything submitted to him in written form. 
That way he could read through proposals and plans at his leisure, and with super speed, 
without having to listen to his people bicker. Unfortunately there were just some things that 
had to be discussed. So meetings. 


Alex sat at the head of the black glass table, suit jacket unbuttoned, and hands steepled over 
the documents his people had given him regarding hour one's topics, and he tried to look 
reserved, and not uninterested , as his department heads argued. It was about the next 
quarter's budget and request for new highers. Alex had already laid out what the available 
budget would be for the entire business and how many new people he would be willing to 
approve, so this argument was about who got what. Alex wanted to rub his temples. 


And of course today also just so happened to be Morgan's first therapy session, which really 
wasn't helping him focus. His friend was currently camping out in his private quarters and 
had been for the better part of last week. Only venturing out to hangout with some of his 
friends in the lair twice. And Alex would much rather be with Morgan than here... But 
Morgan had made it clear he wanted to try and do this part himself. So Alex sat and listened 
to the head of business affairs argue for the hundredth time that they needed at least 5 new 
people in order to keep up with the shell companies and money laundering schemes... and 
Alex only sometimes tuned everyone out to do a, uh... feelings check-in with his friend. 


Morgan was a little far away for his passive empathic connection to work but if he just 
psychically reached out to Morgan just a little bit he could achieve the same effect. It was like 
eavesdropping but without any of the fun parts. The first hour hadn't seemed all that upsetting 
for Morgan, nothing noteworthy. But after their first break and halfway into the second round 
of topics Alex felt Morgan's mood darken. That thorny grief was back and Alex almost just 
left mid-presentation to check on his friend, but the pain and heartache weren't nearly as 
intense as last week so he stayed put. And the pain seemed to ebb over the course of the 


remaining hour. Morgan's mood didn't bounce back but it also didn't stay quiet so low. J hope 
that's a good thing... 


But as the second set of discussion points wrapped up and their midway break neared, an off- 
agenda topic was brought up. 


".,. We do have one further item to discuss before the break," Stated Alex's COO and lead for 
these meetings. "It isn’t business, per se, but it has been brought to our attention from many 
of the staff that Morgan's birthday is next week-" 


"Excuse me? What?" Alex said, suddenly snapping back to the conversation at hand. 


Several staffers had to clear their throats to keep from laughing or artfully hide their smiles 
when their boss, The Devourer , the most powerful villain on the planet, literally sat up at the 
mention of his friend's name. 


"-yes, sir. It's on-" 


"The 22nd, I know." Alex interrupted them, "Why is it being discussed here?" 


Alex's COO suppressed a smile, "Yes, as I was saying, many of the staff would like to throw 
him a surprise party but they are requesting time off to do so." 


"Oh yes." Hummed Dr. Heron, the head of 'Mad Scientist R Us' division. "It has become... a 
topic of great discussion, let us say, for my personnel." 


"Ours too." Piped in the head of HR. 


"Same here." Added the head of IT. 


Alex just blinked at his people as several more department heads added that their people also 
wanted to help throw Morgan a surprise party. Alex snorted and rubbed a hand over his 
mouth to hide his amusement. Only Morgan... but... 


"As much as I know he would appreciate the gesture, now is not the best time." Alex replied 
on a sigh. "Not for anything big, and certainly not for a surprise." 


This was met with several murmurs of disappointment and Alex had to keep amusement in 
check. At this rate I'm going to lose my entire staff. "... Perhaps a compromise... Morgan 
would likely appreciate everyone getting the day off, so that would be acceptable. But no 
surprises. I will check with him if he even wants a party and then I'll send out a memo 
regarding the matter today or tomorrow. So tell your divisions to put their plans on hold until 
further notice, but that they will at least have the day off regardless." 


Now he was met with agreement and words of accent. "Excellent. We will reconvene in 10 
minutes. Dismissed." And Alex stood, buttoning his jacket as he moved. He strolled out of 
the conference room, not hanging around long enough for someone to get an extra word in 
about the day's agenda, and down the hall to his office. Where he promptly closed the door 
and just flopped face first onto his sofa." ...ugggggh." 


Alex wanted to take a goddamn nap, but nooooo he had to run a business. Shit... But while he 
had the free time he checked in on Morgan again. Except he wasn't in Alex’s living quarters 
anymore. A quick listen told Alex that he, and his heartbeat, had taken the tram to the 
underground off-site firing range 10 klicks to the west. Which meant 1 of 2 things, either 
some of the R&D team had taken him out there to show off a new toy or sniper practice. 
Now Alex really did pout. 


He liked watching Morgan practice... Okay he liked watching Morgan shoot stuff, the 
waiting parts were very boring. But still he liked to take a book or something and just go 
hangout with his friend. And instead he was in stupid meetings for 2 more hours. Life was so 
unfair sometimes... 


But as Alex listened to Morgan's heartbeat he also focused on his surroundings enough to 
hear Morgan's music as he set up. It was loud and it was uh, more depressing- er punk than 
Morgan's usual playlists. That's probably not a good sign. So he let out a slow breath and 
tried to focus on what he could feel. 


The hollowness was quietly writhing, and so was the guilt and self-loathing. But they weren’t 
out of hand exactly, just there and clingy, like unwanted guests. However on the surface he 
seemed... fine. Not good but not bad either... sort of just neutral. That wasn't not good... But 
he clearly still needed time to sort through how he was feeling so Alex didn’t get up or make 
any attempt to talk with him just yet. 


Alex's emotional eavesdropping didn't become... problematic until the very end of their last 
break before the final round of topics. Over the last hour Alex had been listening for the 
periodic gun fire from Morgan practice and smiled when he heard it, but too many of these 
issues needed his direct attention for him to do much more than that. So when their last break 
rolled around, Alex had decided to check in emotionally with Morgan again, just to see how 
he was doing. 


And he'd been fine... Maybe still a little unhappy but nothing too bad... And then this out of 
place feeling began to pool in Alex’s belly. 


It was... arousal? And desire and need ... But it wasn't his. It was Morgan's and it was 
growing more intense. Alex froze mid step nearly at his office door and started to panic 
because this was definitely not something he should be feeling. This heat- this /ust wasn't for 
him. 


But it could be ... Whispered a darker part of himself. It was the part that Wanted , the part 
that Craved. It wanted possessions and power and fame and recognition. It wanted violence 
and terror and to rend the world in half just because he could . It was the part of himself that 
he had to keep in check... /oosely . It was the part of himself he'd let run wild for his first 5 
years as a villain. It told him he was leagues above all other creatures in the universe. It told 
him that with his powers he was a kin to a God and should be worshipped as such.... 


It was the same megalomaniac tendencies that anyone with access to power had to fight off 
or descend into madness. They were just worse for Alex than most other villains because he 
really could do all those things. And it was why he'd never really argued about the name The 
Devourer. More often than not it was true. He wanted to Devour everything . 


Including people. 


Usually he satisfied that compulsion by hiring the leading experts in their field. By 
maintaining the most elite guard force on the planet. By growing his little arctic empire. But 
sometimes that wasn't enough. Sometimes that hunger could only be resolved with sex. 


It was another kind of power and it had its perks... But he'd rarely needed to go down that 
path. It wasn't a need that he had all that often and for the most part he found it more 
annoying than anything to try and find a partner. He wanted- no, needed to find someone who 
was consenting not because of who he was but because they were actually interested. Which 
typically meant disguising himself and then having to go out of his way to be extra controlled 
with his powers. And as nice as good sex was, and it was very nice, it was just too dammed 
much work most of the time. But sometimes, of sometimes, it was absolutely worth the 
effort. 


So just because it might have been a while since his last romp in the sheets with someone 
vaguely tolerable, it hadn’t been so long that he didn't recognize this feeling, even if the 
emotions weren't his own. This was Morgan's desire and hunger and heat... Still Alex's face 
felt warm and his heart skipped a beat, possibly several. He shouldn't be a part of this- 
shouldn't be eavesdropping on this. These emotions weren't for him. He- he should cut off the 
connection... 


But... 


He... He wanted this to be for him. Wanted this swirl of heat and yearning and building 
pleasure to be for him. Oh god, did he want Morgan to want him. And now his own desires 
and hungers were responding to this haze of lust and growing tension. His pulse spiked and it 
took everything he had to not do something rash... Like teleporting to Morgan. Like grabbing 
him up and just yanking the D-tier villain hard against himself, only to catch his mouth for a 
blood searing kiss . So Alex could taste his moan as he- 


No- No. Bad idea. Stop thinking with your dick. 


But it was all becoming desperately intense very quickly, and he dragged a hand through his 
hair. His desire and lust were feeding off of Morgan's. And fuck that made this all worse. 
Because it was Morgan's lust. Because... it was Morgan, period. And Alex had wanted to 
sleep with him for... far longer than he'd care to admit. 


Morgan was charming and funny and commanding in a way Alex didn't think the other man 
fully understood. And the way he would sometimes just smirk up at Alex, while deft fingers 
rewired a security system in the dark. How his hands felt sliding down Alex's back after a 
hug. How his words would sometimes get that husky undertone when something diabolical 
was to be savored... Alex definitely wanted Morgan. And sometimes... every so often, he 
wanted his best friend in that desperate way a fish wanted water... As though it were a matter 
of life and death - 


*Knock Knock* 


"Sir? The break is, um, over?" Asked an uncertain voice. They didn't, thank god , try to open 
the door. But at the sound, Alex had literally teleported to the other side of the room like a 
startled interdimensional cat. 


Alex dragged his hand through his hair again as his heart pounded... and other places 
throbbed in time. " ...fuck. " He swore before clearing his throat and saying more loudly, 
"Other matters came up and- and I'll have to delay the remainder of the meeting for another 
few minutes." 


"Yes, sir." And they hurried off. 


Once Alex was certain they were gone, he leaned heavily against his desk and rubbed at his 
face. The lust he felt from Morgan was fading and now the D-tier villain just felt... 
heartbroken. "You're giving me emotional whiplash here, Morgan..." Alex muttered to 
himself, pressing his fingers against his closed eyelids for a few seconds. 


But just because Morgan's desires were ebbing didn't mean Alex's were... And now there was 
a new part to this- or at least one he hadn't been consciously aware of until now. He didn't just 
want to sleep with Morgan. He wanted... more. Yes, he wanted the heat and the passion and 
shaking gasping release but he also wanted the warmth and the tenderness and all the 
intimate parts that came with being in a relationship not just fuck-buddies. 


And as Alex stared into the middle distance, the images of Morgan naked and hard and 
smirking , melted into his desire for light-fingered caresses and whispered 'T love you's 
breathed across his skin in between delicate kisses. Alex shivered and his face felt even more 


flushed as he pressed his hand against his mouth as if that would better hide his hopeless 
embarrassment. But the yearning didn't fade. 


"fuck me..." 


The last hour of the meeting seriously sucked. He really hadn't been able to pay attention now 
and ended up cutting the meeting short just so he could escape. Did that mean bumping the 
last point on the agenda to next month? Yes. Did he care? No. Absolutely not. 


He had meant to go... somewhere- anywhere really but the testing range. But after changing 
into clothes that weren't of the 'ruler of the business world' variety, he... he couldn't not go. 


Because apparently I'm a masochist... He thought moodily as he teleported to the tram car 
entrance way for the range and waited for Morgan to take his next shot. Alex had easily 
spotted him up in the rafters, laying on one of the maintenance catwalks in his small nest of 
blankets and gear. That and the deafening music coming from up there was hard to miss. 


Alex could tell he was waiting to find that perfect window to take his shot. Morgan could and 
would wait for hours if need be, as Alex well knew. It made absolutely no sense to him, but 
hitting what was aiming for and only it mattered to Morgan so, that was that. Alex glanced 
down range and nearly snorted when he saw the faces drawn on the handful of remaining 
balloons. Each was unique and ridiculous, and littered around the floating and bobbing 
balloons were strings and colorful latex shreds indicating the party themed carnage that had 
already taken place. So Alex just smiled and waited. 


It only took a few minutes before the rifle barked once. A yellow balloon ruptured and its 
remains joined its fallen friends. Once Morgan started shifting around Alex strolled forward, 
bent his knees a little, and just hopped up to the catwalk 100ft above him. He manipulated 
gravity some to keep his landing from shaking the structure too much, but the vibration was 
still enough for Morgan to notice. He sat up and glanced around before spotting Alex down 
one of the other branches... And he just smiled . 


Oh come on... That's just not fair. 


The scent of gun smoke hung in the air, the lights were dim up here, and a guitar riff filled the 
silence around them. And Morgan had a large sleek black rifle, all modded out per his 
preferred specs, resting against his shoulder with an absolutely charming smile spread across 
his face. He was up here practicing how to deliver death from over 600 meters away and now 
he was just beaming . Of course, I'm in love with him, only an idiot wouldn't be. 


"Oh hey!" Morgan shouted, only to realize why. He tugged out his ear plugs and reached for 
the speaker's volume controls. Once the music was back at a normal level, he turned back to 
see that Alex was making his way over. "Sorry, ha, I wanted to hear my music through the ear 


plugs." 


"Yeah, kinda figured that one out for myself." Alex snorted. "So how's it going?" 


"Eh, not too bad. My hit rate has been one for one with an average of..." And he snatched up 
his phone to look at his log. "13 minutes per strike. One of 'em took me like 45 minutes and it 
definitely screwed with my averages but all and all not too bad for a couple hours of 
practice." Morgan replied as he shifted back to sitting so he could lean against the railing 
behind him. Alex stepped over his rifle case before joining him on the floor of the catwalk. 
"How'd the meetings go?" 


Morgan only barely managed to ask the question before he snorted at Alex’s expression. Alex 
just continued to grimace. " Long , boring as all hell, and fucking done for another month." 


"Sorry, dude." Morgan chuckled, not really sounding sorry. 


Alex just shot him an annoyed glare and Morgan snickered. Finally just rolling his eyes, Alex 
let it go and sighed. "... Oh but one thing. The minions want to throw you a birthday party." 


Morgan blinked and shifted his rifle to his other shoulder so he could stare at Alex better. 
"They what now?" 


"Want to throw you a birthday party. You know, because your birthday is next week." 


"Yeah I know that. But whyyyy? " Morgan asked incredulously. 


Alex snorted. "I dunno, maybe because they like you or some shit. I just figured I'd give you 
the option to say no, rather than this whole thing getting turned into a big surprise." 


"...shit... Yeah, thanks..." Morgan managed as he dragged his fingers through his hair. "I'm 
not really up for surprises just now... As for a party... I dunno." 


"It's up to you. I'm gonna give them the day off anyways, so there will undoubtedly be day 
drinking regardless." Alex said with a shrug. 


"You're giving them the day off for my birthday???" 


"Yeah, why not? They were already requesting it off. Besides, weren't you the one that said 
surprise days off are good for morale?" Alex pointed out. 


"I mean, yeah they are but... It just seems silly." 


"Not to them it doesn't." 


"I guess not but... Well, they're your people." 


" Not at this rate... "Alex muttered under his breath. 


"What?" 


"Nothing." Alex snorted. "But you still didn’t give me an answer. Yes or no for the birthday 
thing?" 


"God ... I don't know... Maybe... Maybe we just do like an arcade tournament thing, but not 
for my birthday- or at least not with birthday stuff?" Morgan offered. 


"That's fine with me." And when Morgan nodded, Alex added, "I'll send out the memo." 


And Morgan snorted. "Man, my life is weird..." 


Alex just laughed and the pair fell into a companionable silence for a little while before 
curiosity got the better of him and Alex finally asked, "So how was therapy?" 


Morgan, who had been enjoying Alex's company, turned to look at him with an exasperated 
expression. 


"What? I'm curious." But when Morgan just continued to stare at him he went on, "Okay so 
maybe I shouldn't have asked like that, but whatever. Answer the question." 


Morgan smiled but shook his head, "I swear, four-year-olds have better manners than you... 
But because I'm humoring you, it went... fine, I guess. We talked, which is like the bulk of 
what therapy is. She was nice and good at asking questions and... I made another 
appointment for next week." 


"So you think it's helping?" 


Morgan shrugged, "It's only been one session, it's hard to say. But... maybe? Maybe it will... 
I don't know yet." But he sent Alex a sideways glance, "You know this isn't just gonna go 
away, right?" 


"Duh. But if something helps then it means I can get on your case about it to make sure you 
do it." Alex retorted. 


"Ah, that's why you want to know. So you can add it to your list of things to harass me 
about." 


"Yes, obviously. " 


Morgan snorted, but his smile edged a little more towards genuine. "... thanks. For having a 
list." 


"A gain, duh." Alex replied but his smile softened too as Morgan just leaned against him 
more. They both didn't say anything for a bit but Alex had one more thing he still needed to 
tell Morgan... And he was feeling a little better now. 


"So... one more thing." He hesitated. 


"Now what?" Morgan asked on a laugh. 


"Soooo... You're uh, sister says she's sorry. And that she didn't mean to make you feel like 
she cut you off or whatever, she was just trying to help. And she wants to talk to you." Alex 
muttered, but he pointedly did not look over at Morgan. Even as his friend sat up and turned 
so he could stare holes into the side if his head. 


Morgan opened his mouth and closed it several times as Alex continued to look at anywhere 
but him. "... You've been... talking with Peony?" 


"Just the once and she wanted me to pass on the message- messages." 


"When?" 


"Oh... a bit ago." 


" When , Alex." Morgan repeated. Alex still wouldn't look at him. 


"... Lreally don't see why-" 


" When. " 


"I... er...Last week..." He finally muttered and glanced over at his friend. He didn't look 
mad exactly, just flabbergasted. 


"Last week??? Like a few days ago last week or..." 


" Or... Remember when I went out for a bit that first day I dragged you back here?" 


"And you came home fucking pissed? " 


"Yeah... Then." 


Morgan went back to just trying to process why the fuck Alex had gone to see his sister??? 
And then it clicked. '"... you- you wanted to know what Strider said." 


It wasn't a question but Alex still winced and answered. "... | mean... yeah. I wanted to know 
what he'd said about me that pissed you off so bad you legitimately wanted to kill him." 


"... And... she told you." Morgan said with a sigh as he leaned back against the railing. 
"Hence, you being so pissed you went and destroyed an entire planet ..." 


"Yuuup." 


"... but why?" 


"Why what?" 


"Why did you want to know? And why Peony?" 


Alex shifted a bit. "Peony was probably the only person there beside you who would have 
told me, and you didn't, so... Peony." 


" And why did you want to know?" Morgan repeated, poking Alex in the arm this time. 


"Stop that." Alex grumbled while pushing Morgan's hand away. "And I wanted to know 
because..." And he glanced away, "Because I don't like being the reason you got hurt, even if 
it was indirectly." 


"The reason I got hurt was because Strider is a malicious asshole hellbent on trying to turn 
me into a murderous lunatic." Morgan grumbled, "You were just a handy topic for him." 


"So why didn't you tell me then?" 


Now it was Morgan's turn to look away and sigh, "... because... Because I knew it'd really 
upset you. Not just like, 'I'm gonna squash you, you insignificant worm' mad but like actually 
upset." 


Alex was shifting uncomfortably again. "Is that so?" 


Morgan rolled his head back to look at Alex and just raised his brows. "Dude... You might 
not talk about it but I've known you long enough to figure out you don't use mind control just 
because you think it's boring..." 


Alex continued to stare out at the balloons in the distance, still bobbing and shifting when the 
fan turned towards them. He didn't say anything for a long while before finally muttering, 
"Is it that obvious?" 


"No, it isn't. I... I've just known you for a while and I... put some things together that I don't 
think anybody else really knows about you." He shrugged a little, also looking out at the 
balloons but not really seeing them. "It wasn't obvious but when I realized it, it..." And he let 
out a slow breath trying to push his anger back down. "It made me /ivid- I ... So I didn't tell 
you because... Why dig up old wounds?" 


Surprised by his tone, Alex glanced back at Morgan. He could see his jaw clench and 
unclench several times before he met Alex's gaze and continued, "... I figured you had a 
reason. And it probably wasn't... good." 


"... Ido. And it's not... But," And Alex frowned down at him, "You don't have to protect me 
from stuff like that. I can take care of myself." 


"Yes, you can." Morgan replied as he got this little lopsided smile, "And you're right. J don't 


" 


Alex felt his heart clench a little as he heard his own words said back to him. Morgan didn't 
have to protect him. No one was ever going to get to him that way again. Ever. But Morgan 
was still looking out for him. He was because he cared about Alex, he cared enough to notice 
little things, to notice and remember but not to say anything. He didn't press, he just... tried 
to help. Alex had to swallow hard to keep his emotions in check. /t's like with Christmas and 
Jacob all over again... But he- he wasn't ready to share this... Not yet, anyways. 


They both had fallen silent again, just sitting together. Just comfortable in the discomfort of 
old memories and old traumas. 


But Morgan's ass was falling asleep so he eventually huffed out a breath, "Come on, it's time 
for lunch. And I guess I need to call my sister and apologize." And he stood, offering Alex a 
hand up. 


Alex took it and shook off some of his gloom while Morgan helped pull him to his feet. 
"Apologize for what?" 


"For whatever you did." 


Alex crossed his arms, "I could have been perfectly civil, for all you know." 


"Were you?" 


",..No." 


Morgan just snorted and shook his head. "Move, I have to get my stuff and clean up." 


"You want me to..." and he just gestured to the balloons in the distance before holding his 
fingers up to snap. 


"Yeah... but just a sec." Morgan said as a thought occurred to him. J mean if Alex is gonna 
clean up anyways, why not? 


Morgan stepped away from Alex a bit and then lifted the rifle to his shoulder. He was fairly 
decent at stabilizing it by himself, at least for short periods of time. And this wouldn't take 
long. 


"Safety's off." He muttered as he glanced down the scope. And then from right to left in quick 
succession he shot each balloon. One bullet, one target. He slid the bolt back to eject the 
cartridges smoothly as he moved his barrel to point at the next target so he didn't pull his aim 
off too far. But instead of letting the cartridge casings hit the ground he opened up a small 


little pocket around his feet that would blink to different spots to catch each falling piece of 
brass. It was a handy little trick he'd mastered last year. No need to go hunting for shell 
casings now... 


Each loud biting bark and jerk of recoil was a definite catharsis for the rage he felt on Alex's 
behalf. For the rage he'd felt about this... issue for quite a while. But then the targets were 
gone and Morgan lowered the weapon, "Safety's on." 


He glanced back at Alex ready to give him the go ahead but was just staring at Morgan. 
"What?" 


Alex blinked a few times trying to clear the haze from his mind . Each shot, each muzzle 
flash, every ejected round, all of it was smooth, efficient... and positively lethal. And it made 
Alex want to melt into a puddle or to roll over and ask Morgan what he had to do so he would 
do it again . And again, and again, and- "... 1... huh?" 


"You good, dude?" 


"Yup. I'm fine." And he snapped his fingers, clearing away the colorful carnage left from 
Morgan's practice. "I'm just hun- ready for lunch." 


"Pfft, okay. I'll clean my rifle later then." Morgan snickered as he crouched down and popped 
the latches on his case. He ejected the clip and the round in the chamber before he nestled the 
Remington into its foam slot. He added his speaker and range finder to the case before 
snapping it closed again. He scooped up the heavy black trunk as he stood and tossed the 
blanket over his shoulder. "Alright, let's go." 


Alex just nodded and put a hand on Morgan’s shoulder before snapping and they both 
disappeared in a faint swirl of smoke. 


Chapter End Notes 


You can pry my Sniper! Morgan headcanon from my cold dead hands. 


But seriously, I just love this idea so so much because you don't need super powers to 
use a gun. And per the latest Tier discussion, Morgan had to rank up to C-tier in that 
Non-canon draft somehow~ 


All that aside, thank you- thank you- thank you! Your comments and kudos are the 
highlight of my week~ 


Chapter 20 


Chapter Notes 


You know what this story needed? Fun conversations with family! 


(And more Trauma, but we don't have to talk about that bit) 


Morgan, 11:23am: I need a ledger 


Morgan, 11:23am: Like an old school paper one 


Alex, 11:24am: Why? 


Morgan, 11:25am: Schemes 


Morgan, 11:25am: Machinations 


Alex had to resist rolling his eyes when he glanced down at his phone. He shifted his cards to 
his other hand and scooped it up to text back. 


Alex, 11:25am: Yeah I got that part, why though? 


Morgan, 11:25am: Its for my plan to get back at her royal bitchface 


Morgan, 11:25am: I had a thought but idk if itll work without looking at a real ledger 


Alex, 11:26am: Try my study 


Morgan, 11:26am: Already did that 


“Tt’s your turn, pumpkin.” Lissa said as she discarded. 


Alex blinked and looked up, “Oh, right. Just a sec.” And he quickly texted Morgan back. 


Alex, 11:27am: Try my room then, on the tall bookshelf near the top. If not just go to 
the admin sector they probably have some 


And Alex set his phone down again so he could get back to his game of canasta with his 
mother. He glanced at her board again to make sure she hadn’t put anything new down. She 
hadn’t but... she looked very pleased with herself. Alex needed to get rid of the cards in his 
hand or he was going to have negative points again this round. This was a game they had 
started last month but hadn’t got to finish so his Ma had already had the cards out and waiting 
when he arrived. He must have gotten his competitive streak from her. 


“T’ll take it, that was Morgan, then?” Lissa asked as Alex drew. She smiled when he glanced 
up, but had to hide her more knowing look. Alex’s eyes had practically lit up a few moments 
ago when his phone started buzzing. She still hadn’t cornered- er, asked her son about just 
what exactly his relationship with Morgan was yet... but now might actually be her best 
chance. Two months is long enough for him to come clean on his own. 


“Hmm? Oh, yeah. He wants an old school ledger for a project.” Alex replied. 


“T think I’ve got one laying around somewhere.” Mal called from the other room. “I can go 
look for it, if you want?” 


“Nah, Pa. I’m sure someone in my lair has one. He’Il manage.” Alex snorted as he paired a 
few cards with a wild one and set them down. He grinned when his mom scowled at her 
missing queens, he’d been hanging on to them since they were first dealt to him. 


“Ts that why he couldn’t come with you? Because he’s working on a project?” Lissa asked 
and made a mental note that Morgan appeared to be back at Alex’s lair, which had not been 
the case last month. 
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“Pfft, no.” Alex laughed, “It’s cause he was still hungover when I left. 


“What? At 8pm? Aren’t your times flipped flopped?” Lissa questioned. 


“They are. And yes, at 8pm. He didn't get up until like 5.” 


“What were you two boys doing yesterday?” She frowned at her son. ““Weren’t you looking 
out for him? Making sure he drank enough water?” 


“T- Yes, I was- But- He’s an adult. He can make his own decisions.” Alex complained trying 
to defend himself. To be fair Alex had also been sloshed so he’d been doing the best he 
could. [ts not my fault I process alcohol better than him- or, alcohol adjacent chemicals. 
Alex still couldn’t get drunk the normal way, his body processed poisons too quickly for 
regular liquor to have much of an effect. However, there was a very lethal mixture of certain 
chemical depressants that, when concentrated to the right amount, resulted in him feeling and 
acting in a fairly similar way to a normal person’s intoxication. But he was basically 
megadosing on some toxic and highly experimental reagents... so he was definitely not going 
to tell his mom that. 


“.. besides, it’s not my fault he drinks like a fish...” He finally muttered, but his mother was 
still giving him a dirty look. “It was just some harmless fun, Ma. For his birthday. We- and 
well a good chunk of my minions, stayed up all night drinking and play arcade games. We 
had a good time.” But something he had said made his mom’s eyes pop wide. “...what?” 


“ His birthday!?” Lissa yelped. “It was his birthday yesterday!? Alex-! Why didn’t you tell 
me!?” 


“T didn’t think you’d-” 


“Well of course I'd want to know.” She scolded as she set her cards down and got to her feet. 
“Mal? Mal, dear? Where did you put that stack of cards I’d been hanging on to?” 


“T think they’re on the bookshelf in the study?” He said as she breezed by taking the stairs 
two at a time. When she rounded the corner and disappeared out of sight, Mal leaned back to 
look around the wall at his son who was still sitting at the table. Alex looked utterly 
bewildered. Mal couldn’t help but smile and adjust his reading glasses, “I do believe she’s 
upset with you.” 


“ Yes , thanks, dad. \’d figured that out.” Alex grumbled. 


“Mal! Where are the stamps?” Lissa called out from upstairs. 


“Second drawer on the right!” 


“Ah! Thank you!” 


Alex set his own cards down and moved over to the stairs, “You don’t need stamps I can just 
give it to him.” Alex said. 


“No you wil/ not.” Lissa barked as she round the corner and came back downstairs. 


“But-” 


“If I mail it today, then I can blame it on the post for being late, not me. ” She said in a huff as 
she pushed by him. “I can’t believe you!” 


“How is this my fault?” Alex asked as he followed after her, leaving his dad to his book and 
his not so quiet snickering. 


“Because you didn’t te// me!” 


“T didn’t know you wanted to know!" 


“Alex, of course, I wanted to know!” 


“Then why didn’t you ask him??” Alex questioned, still wholly confused, as his mother went 
through the drawers in the kitchen to find a pen. The look she shot him over her shoulder 
might have killed a lesser man... or at the very least scorched them. She was a little pink in 
the face and her hair was starting to float just a bit from the heat she was generating. 


But instead of saying anything else she to pity on his genuinely look of confusion and she 
puffed out a breath. “Alex, baby... I practically adopted him over Christmas. I can’t just- 
What mother doesn’t know her own son’s birthday?” She said as she grabbed a pen and 
closed the drawer. 


“T- ...0h.” 


She laughed a little when Alex just stood in the archway looking decidedly out of sorts. 
Eventually he just dragged a hand through his hair. “I... I hadn’t thought of it that way. Um, 
well it's February 22nd. He just turned 26.” 


“Oh? He’s older than you, is he?” Asked Mal from the other room as the pair returned to the 
table. 


“Yeah, by about 8 months... why? ” Alex questioned suspiciously as he leaned forward to see 
his dad in the recliner. 


“No reason~” He hummed cheerfully, clearly having a reason. 


Alex made a face but his dad just kept reading his book and looking very amused. 


“Oh, just ignore him. He’s giving you a hard time.” Lissa said. “There’s nothing wrong with 
dating someone a little older than yourself. I mean it worked out quite well for you, didn’t it 
Mal?” 


“You haven’t aged a day since I met you.” He chuckled and winked. Lissa just snorted and 
shook her head. Alex just sat there awkwardly trying to figure out how to change the subject 
so he didn’t have to keep talking about how he and Morgan were ‘dating’. That snap decision 
sure was coming back to bite him in the ass... 


However Mal seemed satisfied with his answer and Lissa was busy working on her card to 
Morgan so Alex just... Picked up his cards and finished his turn. Then he checked his phone 
while he waited for his mother. He had 6 new messages. 


Morgan, 11:26am: Okay thanks 
Morgan, 11:27am: Well how in the hell am i supposed to get up there 


Attached was a picture of Alex’s towering bookcase in his room. It was custom made to run 
from floor to vaulted 20ft ceiling. 


Morgan, 11:35am: Turns out you can in fact climb a bookcase like a ladder if its bolted 
to the wall 


Morgan, 11:35am: Also no dice 


Morgan, 11:36am: Imma go wake up some people in accounting 


Alex was very glad he hadn? seen those until after Morgan was down and clearly fine. “ 
... Jesus christ.” 


“What?” Lissa asked, glancing up as Alex just set his phone down. 


“Nothing... Morgan’s just insane sometimes.” 


“Most of the best people are.” She hummed back as she signed her name. “Mal dear, when 
you get a minute, come sign this card for Morgan.” 


“WM? hmm.” 


“Thanks, snowflake.” She replied as she scooped up her cards and frowned at the black three 
waiting for her in the discard pile, so she drew another card. She added this new card to one 
of her canastas and then discarded. “You’re turn, dear.” 


“Right...” Alex muttered and studied the board before finally drawing. It was of no help and 
as far as he could tell was also no help to his mother, so he discarded it. Her frown proved 
him right and she drew again. 


Lissa however had more than just the game on her mind. “...So... since we are on the 
subject...” And she paused to glance up at her son. “When were you going to tell us the 
truth?” 


Alex froze mid reach for his drink. He stared back at her and she simply waited, expression 
neutral. Alex swallowed. “...The truth about what?” He asked carefully. 


“Oh... just that you aren t actually dating Morgan, but that you are in love with him.” She 
hummed and then set her cards down face up. “And I’m out.” She added smugly. 


Alex gaped at her in open mouthed shock. She just smiled back sweetly. No... No, she s- she’s 
bluffing. She doesn t know- this- she's just trying to gauge my reaction... But he still couldn’t 
manage to string two words together. 


As her son just continued to stare at her in silent shock she snorted and pulled their score 
notebook closer. “While your brain resets, count up your points, sweetheart.” She said and 
started to do the same. 


Alex couldn’t manage to do much more than panic as his mother taped at her card with her 
pencil and counted up her points. Game forgotten Alex finally blurted out, “ /’m not!” 


“Not what? Dating him or in love with him?” She inquired casually, glancing up to watch her 
darling idiot flounder helplessly. “Alex... pumpkin patch, I’m not mad. I’m a little annoyed 
that you /ied to us about dating Morgan but I’m not upset. I know you were just trying to 
wiggle your way out of me trying to set you up. But for the future, you can just te// me that 
you're already in love with somebody, honey~” She chuckled as Alex’s face grew pinker. 


“ 7-” But his voice cracked something awful and he stopped to clear his throat while his 
mother silently /aughed at him. He dragged a hand over his face and up through his hair as 
she giggled. “...how did you know?” He managed after several mortifying moments. 


“ Oh pumpkin~ 'm your mother, of course I knew.” She laughed before reaching out to pat 
his free hand. “Ill admit though, you two were very convincing for the first few days, but by 
Christmas it was clear you both hadn’t ever interacted like that before.” 


“You both blushed too much.” Mal said from the other room, a smile clear in his tone. 


Alex made a disgruntled sound before burying his head in his hands. He felt his mother pat 
him on the head and he groaned quietly. 


“Do you remember when you were in high school and were mooning after that girl, Stacy 
Jane Grey?” His mother asked gently, but amusement laced in her words. “You talked about 
her just the same way you talk about Morgan, sweetie.” 


“And will probably act just as love struck when you finally ask him out, as you did with little 
Stacy.” Mal added. “I fully expect to find your names carved inside hearts out in my trees any 
day now.” 


“ Dad!” Alex half-squeaked as his head popped up to glare at where he knew his father was 
sitting. 


“Mal, leave him be. He’s been mortified enough for one day~” Lissa said, partially backing 
up her son who was now bright red, even his ears were pink at this point. “Besides,” She 
added, unable to help herself, "I think it will be far more telling when his pupils start looking 
like little hearts every time he mentions Morgan's name.” 


“ They do not do that!” Alex snapped back, embarrassment only escalating when both of his 
parents started cackling. “Oh-kay! I’m done with the pair of you.” Alex said with what little 
dignity he could muster and started to stand. 


His mother reached out and caught his hand, tears of laughter still sparkling in her eyes, “Oh- 
oh- wait. Just wait a minute, Alex dear.” She giggled as she tried to catch her breath. 


Alex did, but only because she was his mom and not because he was condoning this kind of 
mockery. His face still felt far too warm for just sitting here in the dining room with his 
mother. 


Lissa dabbed at her eyes before saying, “You know we are only teasing you because we love 
you, right pumpkin? And we do love you, lots and lots.” 


“Over the moon and back.” Mal added gently. He had gotten up to lean in the doorway to the 
dining room, book left back on his side table. 


Alex blew out a breath and sighed, “Yeah, yeah...” But he flipped his hand over so he could 
squeeze his mom’s hand. She squeezed back and he smiled at her. She winked back. 


“All teasing aside, what I really want to know is why aren t you dating him?” Lissa asked. 


Alex just grimaced. “Because...” 


“Because why?” Lissa prompted. 


“Because... we’re just friends. Morgan- he... He’s not looking for a romantic partner with 
me. Just a friend.” Alex admitted, studding the grain of the smooth polished table with a lot 
more attention than it warranted as his heart clenched painfully in his chest. 


“Oh Alex~” Lissa chuckled, “That boy is head over heels for you.” 


Alex laughed but it was humorless and edged with pain, “ No , no he really isn’t... Trust me, 
he’s... Just a /ot better at pretending than I am.” And his heart felt heavy and his lungs felt 
tight just saying this out loud. Because it was true... Morgan was much better at pretending 
than he was. He’d done such a good job at pretending to be Alex’s boyfriend that part of him 
had actually believed it. And he’d been pretending to be fine for god knows how long... And 
as January came and went and Morgan had gone right back to being just friends again and 
then he had a lot of other stuff going on in his life. He really wasn’t looking for- for a 
soulmate , or even just a partner right now. But I still just had to figure out that I was in love 
with him... Like an idiot. Nope, couldn t just keep living in ignorance... Noooo. Now I just get 
to know and I cant- won t- shouldn t even be thinking about doing a damn thing about it... 


Lissa and Mal shared a look but didn’t try to contradict Alex. There was more to this than 
Alex was letting on and whatever it was, it was causing him a significant amount of 
heartache. They didn’t want make anything worse but they couldn’t help if they didn’t know 
what was going on so Mal just asked gently, “...have you... already talked with him about 
this?” 


“ God- No-!” Alex snorted and just rubbed at his face. “Just no... He’s... He’s got a lot on 
his plate right now and... This really isn’t something I want to add to it.” 


“Ts he alright?” Lissa frowned a little. Alex was hurting , and not just about his relationship 
with Morgan. This, whatever it is, was the source for his distress. 


“Yes... no... It’s complicated and... not really something he likes to talk about.” Alex said, 
finally looking up from the table when his mother squeezed his hand again. “... His... his 
family sucks. And... It’s hurting him. A /ot. And...” Alex just shrugged, “I have no idea how 
to help.” 


Lissa felt her heart just sink as she looked at her son and just saw all the grief and pain in his 
face. She had been afraid of this. Afraid that poor Morgan was going through a lot more than 
he let on. He had such sad eyes... But Alex clearly couldn’t- or wouldn’t say more. This 
wasn’t for him to tell, so she couldn’t do much to help either. What she could do however 
was comfort her son, the one here at least, so she got up and moved around the table to just 
pull her Alex into a hug. He hugged her back as she ran her fingers through his hair. “It’s 
going to be alright, Alex honey... People are complicated things, but they are resilient even if 


it takes time... Morgan is so lucky to have you and you both always have us, okay?” She 
soothed. “You boys can come to us whenever you need. You tell Morgan that too, alright?” 


“T will.” Alex muttered against her. “I- I wish I could do more but...” 


“Sometimes just being there is enough. It shows that you care- that he matters to you. 
Sometimes that can be enough.” 


Alex didn’t reply and just let his mom comfort him for a little while. Eventually she pulled 
back and lifted his chin up so he was looking up at her. Pretty golden cat's eyes held hers and 
she smiled softly down at him. “I know you feel like nothing is gonna work out, pumpkin 
patch, but it will. You just gotta give it some time.” 


“T know... thanks, mom.” 


“Always, baby.” She said and brushed her hand over his cheek. “Also I kicked your butt.” 


Alex blinked at her and then at the cards and the notebook. Sure enough she’d hit over a 1000 
points. “I- well, damn it. I thought I had you this time.” 


“You almost did.” She laughed and tousled his hair a little, “Better luck next time, kiddo.” 


“Ack- Ma!” Alex complained as he pushed her hand away with a scowl. She laughed and he 
carded his fingers through his hair trying to fix it. 


Mal, who had been watching the pair with absolute adoration, finally pushed off the wall. 
“Well since you two are both finally done, how about we make some lunch?” 


“Sure, Dad.” And Alex pushed to his feet as his mom started to clean up the cards. She 
grinned at him and Alex rolled his eyes but wandered into the kitchen with his dad. 


Mal put his arm around Alex for just a few moments, just gave his son a quick squeeze. 
“You're doing just fine, kiddo. And I’m will to bet Morgan’d agree with me.” 


“T... hope so. ’m- trying.” Alex mumbled. 


“Good. That’s all we can ask for.” Mal hummed. “Now I’m thinking pasta and zucchini.” 


“Good!” Lissa said, “Anything to get rid of all that zucchini Marjorie brought over. Honestly, 
that woman. I mean really who tries to grow a summer squash in winter...” She grumbled. 


Mal just shook his head when Alex gave him a questioning look. “Best not to ask. Come on, 
I'll show you the fallout.” Mal chuckled and headed towards the freezer. 


Alex couldn’t help but smile as he followed after his dad and continued to listen to his mom 
grumble under her breath. Nothing might have been fixed but his parents would always be 
there to listen when he needed them. Or when Morgan does... But that was a conversation for 
another day. 


Morgan glanced down at his phone again. He hadn’t received another message from Alex 
since he said he was going to wake up someone in accounting and he was kind of glad for it. 
Morgan hadn’t found a ledger on Alex’s bookcase... But he had found a yearbook. A high 
school yearbook. 


And Morgan had decided to be nosy. 


It was a mistake. 


He was still sitting on the floor in Alex’s room, the yearbook open next to him. Alex hadn’t 
gone to a normal high school like Morgan had always figured. No, Alex had gone to a private 
hero academy. One meant to help train the next generation of heroes, all run and founded by 
the pains in the ass themselves... The Fairness Association . And the page that the book was 
currently open on was a little news piece the journalism class had clearly done. It was about 
their ‘ rising star’, ‘ the up and coming hero of tomorrow ’... 


* ...Superior, aka our very own Alex Monroe!’ Read the caption underneath one of the 
pictures on the page. Nearly all the faces in the photo had been scorched away, including 
Alex’s. In fact, quite a few of the pictures in the yearbook had been scorched or burned or 
strangely pixilated or smudged or dissolved or- they’d been removed or redacted in some 
way... And mostly, it had just been the faces . A handful of the students Morgan had figured 
out had been on Superior’s hero team, others had probably been friends or maybe people 
Alex had been close to, Morgan really didn’t know. But there was only one missing face that 
had really stood out to Morgan. Because it was an adult's picture who had been warped. 


A teacher, Morgan was fairly certain. But he didn’t know for sure because that whole page 
where their name and image should have been looked as if all the ink on the page had 
smeared horribly or as if it had begun to just slough off on its own... The longer Morgan 
looked at it the more and more the smeared ink looked like blood... wet dripping blood . A 
part of his brain still desperately wanted to get up and go wash, as though the ink blood 
residue was on his fingers. And anywhere else in the book where their name might have 
shown up, the ink was just gone , as if it had never existed... 


It was deeply unsettling and more than a little terrifying. 


If Morgan didn’t know Alex this would have definitely felt like the start of a horror movie... 
But since he did know Alex, he knew this was the end of a horror movie. Whatever 
existential terror, masacare at the prom, heartattack inducing nightmare that Alex had 
wrought on these people it was long since over. 


And that really wasn’t what bothered Morgan the most. He didn’t care what had happened to 
these people... No he was much more worried about what drove Alex to do it in the first 
place. 


“..how did you go from earning the key to the city to ripping out people’s hearts?” Morgan 
whispered to the room around him. Luckily, the silence didn’t answer him. 


Early March in Capital City was still pretty chilly, but everybody started dressing like it 
wasn't. Spring dresses and thin tees, shorts and light cardigans. Morgan compromised by 
wearing only one hoodie with his flannel and jeans. 


This particular Wednesday morning wasn't actually that bad, but still he didn't know if Peony 
would want to eat on the patio, as was her preference since she worked inside with no natural 
light, or not. So a light jacket felt necessary... and no one but him had to know he had fluffy 
socks on inside his boots. 


But as he parked near the little restaurant Peony adored he was once again reminded how 
nice it was to do brunch on a Wednesday. There were hardly any cars in the lot and the traffic 
had been mostly tolerable the whole way here. And since it was an upscale little café deal 
Morgan took great delight in knowing he looked utterly out of place in work boots and ripped 
jeans. He beamed when he spotted Peony in a little wrap and very sophisticated pastel spring 
dress. Her hair was clipped back and her sunglasses were the same mint color as her dress, 
and she was one of only three people who were sitting out on the little gated patio, enjoying 
the sunshine. 


She hadn't noticed him yet so in true obnoxious older brother fashion, he bypassed the door 
and went straight for the low wrought-iron fence and promptly vaulted over it. The other 
guests had glanced up as he approached and were now just staring at him mouths' agape. He 
gave the two women a little wave and a wink before stepping over to Peony's table. She 
glanced up just as he drew near and leapt to her feet, arms outstretched in delight. "Morgan!" 


"Hey P~" He chuckled and caught her for a hug. She squeezed him back and did a little 
happy wiggle, no awkwardness present. 


He was really glad that he called her last week. She started off by apologizing and explained 
why she'd handle the situation the way that she had, her reaction had never been out of fear of 
him, just for him. She didn't want him getting hurt and the rest of their family were closer to 
her so she could just put a bubble around them and end the fight before it started. He was 
grateful to hear her explanation and he apologized too for leaving her to deal with the fallout. 
He wasn't sorry for what he said, just how he said it and she understood. 


That was actually something Dr. Haylie had suggested to him. He was right to be mad and 
hurt but that doesn't mean he should snap at people. "Not all the time, anyways. Sometimes 
they do deserve a pop in the nose, I'll tell you." Morgan had actually spoken with Dr. Haylie 
a lot about his family over the last several weeks and boy had she had a lot of things to say 
about them. She was glad he and Peony had a decent relationship though. 


In a lot of ways Peony was like him. Same mischievous energy, same snark, same drive and 
independence. And much like him she preferred to talk in person so they made plans to get 
brunch in the first week of March. It was something he had been looking forward to. 


So after one more squeeze she released him and they both sat down. "Oh! Oh! I have your 
birthday/Christmas present." Peony said as she plopped down and pulled her enormous, and 
matching , purse into her lap and began her search. 


"You didn't have to do that." He chuckled and lounged back in the chair so he could stretch 
his legs out. 


Peony glanced up and glared at him over her sunglasses. When Morgan just sent her a shit- 
eatting grin she scoffed before lifting them up to the top of her head. "Morgan you got me 
and Dave and Dave's mom a Christmas present. Yes, I absolutely had to." 


Morgan snorted as she went back to her rummaging. "I like giving presents, it's fun." 


"And you're so damned good at it, it's not even fair." She muttered before pulling out a long 
slender box with a ribbon stuck to the top. "I mean a 'Mom and Son Stained Glass Making’ 
class, seriously?! How am /, the soon-to-be daughter-in-law, supposed to beat that?" 


"You aren't." He smirked as he took the box from her. "I am a master of my craft." 


"Just open your present, smartass." Peony glowered but her smile was still creeping through. 


Morgan just laughed but did what he was told. Nestled inside the paper confetti was a 
gorgeous swirling green and gold fountain pen and a small jar of ink. "Oh... oh Peony, this is 
stunning. " He said as he pulled out the pen. 


She beamed under his praise. "That's from me and Dave. I know how much you like 
calligraphy so I thought you might get a lot of use out of that. It's got different- tip- end bits 
too." And she pointed to them as he took the inkwell out of the box. 


Morgan held the little jar up to the sun and titled it to check the color. When it shimmered a 
dark crimson on the glass he looked back down at his sister with a growing smirk, "... is this 
ink, carmine ?" 


Peony got that same conspiratorial expression he knew he probably had. "Mayyyybe..." And 
they both laughed. "Go have fun harsing poor Barnaby." 


"Poor Barnaby, nothing." Morgan snorted. "Dog boy has it coming after cuffing me to a 
flagpole , because he was busy and had other things to do." 


Peony rolled her eyes, "Morgan that was like two years ago." 


" So? Iam gonna hold onto this grudge until the day I die ." Morgan grumbled, but then a 
very confused server approached. After some polite soothing and a winning smile from 
Morgan, the server calmed down and the pair both ordered their usuals and a pitcher of 
mimosas. Peony had lifted her brows at Morgan but didn't counter his request. 


However the second the server left she said, "Day drinking? What's the occasion?" 


"Ooooh, I don't know? Just my baby sister getting engaged. " Morgan snorted. "And not 
telling me she had weddings on the brain." 


Peony flushed. "Oh Morgan! I- It was a surprise to me too! I didn't have a chance to tell 
you." 


"That doesn't mean you and Dave the Do-gooder hadn't talked about it. I know you. There's 
no way it was a complete surprise to you." Morgan countered. 


"I mean- No, okay so it- we had discussed it but- but just like a little, you know!" She 
complained, "You can't still be grumpy at me over this! It's been months. " 


"I still have grudges from 2nd grade Peony, you tell me." He laughed. 


"I'm sorry. I am- He just- just sprung it on meeee." 


"How?" 


" How? " She echoed. 


"Yeah, tell me how he popped the question. I haven't actually heard the whole story yet." And 
even as Morgan spoke he watched his sister just me/t. God she looks so damned happy. 


"Oh um... Have you really not heard it yet?" She fidgeted just a little. 


"Nope. Not between being in the hospital and uh, heading South for winter. We haven't had 
brunch since before he asked you." Morgan could see that little devious glint in her hazel 
eyes when he mentioned being elsewhere for the winter but she didn't say anything about it... 
yet. 


"Has it really been that long?" And she frowned a little. "... I guess we both just got so 
busy..." 


"It happens." And will happen a lot more as we both move on with our lives . It wasn't a 
completely sad thought but... It made him want to make the effort to try and do this as many 


times as he could over the next few months before she got married and her life got really 
busy. "Now spill. I've seen the rock, a very good cut by the way. Now how did he give it to 
you?" 


She held her hand up to admire her ring again. It sparkled so well in the morning light. "It 
was his great grandmother's. He had it resized for me and everything..." And she sighed a 
little dreamily. "But he didn't even have it on him when he proposed. And we were also both 
just covered in dirt." 


Morgan snickered but remained quiet as she went on to tell him about the fight on Monster 
Isle last July. A large avian monster with laser eyes that had escaped from containment and 
had been provoked by some evil corporation or another in an attempt to make it do their 
bidding. The Amazings and the Retaliators had both been sent to the island to recapture the 
monster. She and Dave, having known each other already, ie were dating, teamed up to do a 
little recon in the corporation's on island base to look for what might have provoked the 
rampage. Only for the monster to attack the base. 


It had all been very harrowing and after Peony had saved both their lives from the landslide 
the facility had been hit by. Dave, dirty, bleeding, and totally in love, asked her on accident. 


"Seriously?" Morgan laughed. "He just let it slip?" 


"Yes, the goober!" Peony laughed along too, before taking another danty sip from her 
champagne flute. At some point during her story their drinks had been brought out. 


"He didn't have the ring on him or anything. He was just kneeling in the dirt, breathing hard. I 
was standing next to him, also dirty and sweaty and a mess after holding my shield up for so 
long. And he just looked up at me and said, "Will you marry me?' And when I just stared at 
him dumbfounded he tried to backpedal and apologize for not asking in just the perfect way~ 
It was adorable. So I just fell on top of him and kissed him until he stopped trying to 
apologize." 


"Like you do." Morgan snickered over the rim of his coffee mug. 


"Exactly." She hummed. "He took me out to dinner the next day and proposed to me again, 
with the ring this time. He had a whole little speech planned and everything, but it doesn't 
count as the actual proposal... Well, unless you're my coworkers. That's our cover story." 


"Makes sense... It sounds like he's perfect for you though." Morgan chuckled. “Bumbling but 
trying his best.” 


"Oh he really is..." She hummed and then she glanced at her ring again as she set down her 
glass. "I... When we were kids I- I was so afraid that I'd never find the one , you know? Like 
in the fairytales. That I'd never meet my prince charming, my soulmate ... But Dave's it, 
Morgan. He's... it." And her eyes started to well. "Oh Morgan I'm getting married~" 


"I know~" He hummed and leaned forward to put his hand over hers. "It won't be like a 
fairytale though, because it'll be so much better. The story won’t end at the ‘I Do’s, you'll get 
to spend the rest of your life with him." 


She sniffled and lifted her napkin to dab at her eyes. "God- God, J know . It'll be hard work 
and it'll be hectic and crazy and dangerous but... we'll be together. We'll get to face the world 
together... Oh, I'm so happy. " 


"Good. You deserve to be~" 


She twisted her hand so she could hold his and just gave his fingers a little squeeze. "I love 
you, Mo." 


"I love you too, P... Now, it's time for you to switch back to water." And he snatched her 
champagne glass with his other hand. 


"Hey!" But she just took his glass instead and drained it. "-There. Now, it's time for water." 


Morgan snorted and rolled his eyes but he held her hand for just a few seconds longer before 
sitting back and letting go. When she tried to give him his glass back he wrinkled his nose, 


"Oh no way. It's got your cooties on it now. Yours and Dave's. Ewwww." 


Peony just kicked him lightly under the table. "What are you 12?" 


"No, I'm a dignified 26." And then he drank out of her glass and she rolled her eyes. 


She snorted but it was a decent way to change the topic to Morgan's life so she took it. 
"Should I be asking you about your cooties, now?" 


“No, because you definitely don’t want the answer to that.” Morgan snorted and finished off 
her glass before setting it back down. 


Peony just rolled her eyes, but couldn’t say more as their food was brought out. When they 
were alone again she waited until her brother was nice and distracted before asking, “So how 
is Alex, anyways?” And she just beamed when her brother almost choked on his toast. 


Morgan coughed several times and glared at Peony. She looked all fake prim and proper as 
she sipped at her little espresso cup, but Morgan knew better. He could see the look in her 
eyes, it was the 'I'm about to be a huge pain in the ass' look. So Morgan didn’t take the bait. 
“He’s fine. Sorry about your phone.” 


Peony scowled. “I just got that phone case.” She grumbled and had to resist rubbing at her 
neck. The bruises had finished fading last week. “He’s kind of a dick.” 


Morgan snorted and then just laughed, like a proper in the belly laugh before he just rested 
his head on the table while he wheezed. Peony was just giving him an unamused look as he 
finally sat up again. “ Yes, my dear idiot sister. Alex is a huge dick.” 


“Then why are you friends with him?” She demanded. It wasn’t the first time she’d asked it, 
but maybe it would be the first time he’d actually give her a straight answer. 


“Because so am I.” Morgan snickered as he lifted his coffee again. “That’s like half the fun.” 


“Yeah but you wouldn’t try to strangle me.” She muttered darkly. 


Some of Morgan’s mirth died and he sighed. “You’re right, I wouldn’t... Because you’re my 
sister... And all things considered, that actually isn’t that bad for Alex.” 


“Isn’t that bad?? Morgan. ” 


“Tt’s not.” And he shrugged, “The bastard has tried to trap me in his lair on several occasions 
to ‘keep me safe’. He just doesn’t... people well, sometimes.” 


“No shit, he’s a murderous pyshcopath...” 


“No, he’s a murderous sociopath .” Morgan corrected nonchalantly. “But he’s also self- 
aware. He knows he doesn’t people well and sometimes he actively makes the effort to do 
better. Hence only trying to strangle you, and not actually doing it. He... He tends to just do 
stuff by force, so negotiating is kind of a struggle for him.” 


Peony just glowered at him. “So I repeat, why are you friends with him?” 


“Because...” And Morgan just sighed. “It’s too complicated.” 


“Oh come on. | feel like you owe me at least the attempt to explain after he melted half my 
work break room.” Peony countered as she gestured with her fork, before stabbing up one of 
the strawberries on her crepe. 


“He melted it?” 


“Yeah like a 1000 degree oven.” 


Morgan let out a low whistle. “He really was pissed. ” 


Peony shivered a little at just remembering those eyes glaring out at her from that void. 
“Yeah...” 


Morgan watched as she looked away and he could see the fear on her face, but he didn’t say 
anything. There was nothing he could say. She was right to be afraid. 


After a few moments of silence she finally said, “ Hes fucking terrifying...” 


“Yup.” 


Peony glanced back up at her brother, she’d expected him to deny it or something. He didn’t 
seem at all upset by the fact that his best friend was a mass murderer or one of the most 
terrifying people on the planet. He just seemed fine with it. “... Is that why you’re friends 
with him? Because he scares you?” 


Morgan’s gaze snapped back to her and he sat up. “No.” he said firmly. “ Nothing about our 
friendship is forced. Period.” 


Peony blinked at the sudden fierceness in his words, in his rigid posture. It reminded her a 
little of the villain that she’d seen arguing with Strider in her living room a month ago, but 
much less cold this time. He was controlled and serious and... and very much in charge. This 
was the man who /ed a crew of thieves, this was the man who had survived on the streets for 
years, who had made something for himself with no one’s help. “I- Okay... sorry.” 


Morgan softened a little, “It’s... It’s not your fault. I just... get that question a Jot . That 
particular reason gets thrown around by reporters, and heroes, and villains all the time. It just 
drives us both crazy sometimes.” 


She nodded. “Yeah... I’ve heard it a lot actually. I didn’t believe it before but... I dunno. I 
hadn’t really fought the Devourer one on one before... It’s sorta a whole different vibe.” 


“Yes, it is...”, Morgan said before he lifted his cup to sip again. “ Trust me , I know. I’ve 
stood toe to toe with him when he’s seething on many occasions. It is absolutely bone- 
chilling. And only someone who’s stupid wouldn’t think so. But I’m not afraid of him.” 


“ How? ” She asked, “Why?” She had her napkin bunched in her lap. She was still dealing 
with some of the after effects of their little meeting and it left her feeling... very small. 


“Because he’s human, just like the rest of us.” Morgan shrugged. “I’m not afraid of him 
because I trust him. | trust that he knows how to keep himself in check enough to not hurt 
me. To not hurt the people I care about.” But he could tell Peony still didn’t understand so he 
let out a breath and picked up his toast again. “Okay... play a game with me.” 


“A game?” 


“Yeah, a fun hypothetical.” Morgan said around his bite. 


“Okaaay...” She said not really sure what he was getting at here. 


“Remember what it was like when you first got your powers? Remember how it felt?” 


“Yeah...” And when Morgan made a go on gesture she continued, “It was exciting and 
wonderful and- and incredible. It was so- so amazing that I could do this thing that no one 
else could...” 


“And when you told people how did they react?” 


“They- mom and dad were thrilled . They were so excited and happy for me... You and Stri 
were over the moon.” 


“Uh-huh...” Morgan hummed, but now he had to choose his words very carefully. He didn’t 
want to tell Peony anything even remotely close to Alex’s actual story, what little of it 
Morgan actually knew. But he’d started to piece together a lot of it and the picture wasn’t 
pretty. Especially with that yearbook in the mix... “... So no one thought you were a monster? 
They didn’t run screaming from you when you were a kid? They didn’t shun you? Or tell you 
that you were too different?” And Morgan stared off into the distance. “They didn’t try to 
make you conform to their expectation?” 


“And your whole life, people have always praised you. They’ve told you how cool your 
powers are? How amazing you are?” And despite his best efforts he couldn’t keep the 
contempt out of that word. “They were always happy to see you?” 


“yes.” She replied but she spoke barely above a whisper as she just stared at Morgan. He 
had this- this /ook on his face and she couldn’t describe it. 


“Now imagine if that wasn ¢ the case?” Morgan said before looking back at her and he just 
held her gaze. 


Peony just stared back at him. He seemed so... jaded, so wounded but not resigned exactly... 
He looked like he had taken one too many hits and discovered he didn’t have a problem 
hitting back. And as she thought about what it must have been like for him, what he must 
have felt beyond the little bits he’d told her or that she’d seen while they were growing up, 
she couldn’t even begin to imagine what it must have been like for Alex. 


“You probably wouldn’t care much for people, either...”” Morgan said after a few beats. “But 
to answer your question... Thats why I’m friends with Alex. Because I get it. And once you 
get underneath that ‘monster’ label everyone likes to throw around, do you know what you 
find?” 


“What?” 


“A jackass who likes mint chip ice cream and is shitty at video games.” Morgan snorted. “He 
is the sorest loser I have ever met and he likes watching reality tv. The man gossips like no 
other and has a soft spot of stray animals. He’s fucking hilarious when he wants to be and 
also he is an absolute dipshit sometimes who seems to only have one whole braincell. And he 
is someone who cares deeply for the people in his life...” 


Morgan looked down and smiled a little. “He gets excited about doing new things and is 
always up for an adventure. He might not always listen to you but when he does he actually 
hears what you're saying and is excited that you are excited about something.” Finally 
Morgan just shrugged, “What I’m trying to say is that he’s a really good friend. Even if he 
goes about it the wrong way sometimes.” 


**.. but he still-” 


“Kills people?” Morgan interrupted, “Yup. And I’m an international thief. Everyone has to 
have a hobby.” He joked but Peony just scowled at him. “P, come on, we have been through 
this dozens of times. I’m not a-” But he cut himself off remembering Alex’s words. “I-’m 
morally gray on a good day. And not that new modern ‘just demoed a house’ gray. Like 
proper ‘storm clouds about to rain’ gray. I just don’t care about strangers enough for it to 
matter. And it’s not like he’s the Jokester, who just murders helpless people for no reason, 
Alex typically has a reason and they typically aren’t helpless.” 


“And you’re just okay with that?” 


“Yup. So long as it’s not people / care about, then it doesn’t really affect me.” 


Peony just crossed her arms, “I know for a fact that you aren’t that heartless. You care about 
people, Morgan.” 


“T do, but I prioritize me and my wants over other random people.” And he stabbed a bite of 
eggs, “It’s not rocket science, P. I am a greedy bastard and I like it that way.” 


“Ughhh! But you’re not. ” She complained. 


“Yes, 1am .” He said, rolling his eyes, “You’re just confusing my loyalty to the people I care 
about for humanitarian compassion. I’m not saying that I’m not nice or that I’m a dick to 
people for no reason or anything. Would I try to save one of my people if they were stuck in a 
burning building? Hell yes. Would I help some random asshole? Fuck no. ” 


“T don’t believe you.” 


“That sounds like a you problem.” Morgan snorted. He however was done with this round of 
Peony’s attempt to convince him that he should be ‘good’ or whatever, and changed the 
subject, “But on a completely different note, you will be happy to know, I am in fact going to 
therapy.” 


“What? Really??” She asked uncrossing her arms as he threw that curveball at her. 


“Yup.” And that was a sufficient enough distraction to take them through the rest of 
breakfast. 


However as they were walking back to their cars Peony stopped him again, “...Morgan?” 


“Yeah?” And he could tell from her expression this was serious. 


“,. about what you said last truce night-” 


And Morgan interrupted her, “Don’t, P. Just don’t.” 


“But-” 


“Don’t ask a question you don’t want the answer to.” 


Peony nodded and looked down but she didn’t let go of his arm as she thought about her 
question again. She took a deep breath and looked up. “But I need to know.” 


Morgan grimaced and looked away. My actions, my consequences. “... then ask.” 


“Hypothetically... If I were to ask the question you are thinking of... what would your 
reason be? Why would you... hypothetically?” 


A little bit of relief washed through him and he could see Peony smile just a bit. 
“Hypothetically?” 


“Yes, hypothetically.” 


Morgan snorted and shook his head. “Well then my hypothetical answer would be only 
because either I or someone I cared about was in a life or death situation.” 


Peony let out a breath she hadn’t been holding. “ Oh thank god ... that was what I had been 
hoping you were going to say.” 
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Morgan just shook his head at her, but he had a little smile on his face. “Happy to help then.’ 


She put her hands on her hips. “You might be emo gray, but I’m basic bitch gray.” She said, 
rolling her eyes. “I had to be sure.” 


Now Morgan did laugh and he just hugged her, resting his chin on the top of her head. “Yes, 
yes you are.” He was more than just relieved that she wasn’t... that she wasn’t going to 
abandon him over this. /’m not good P... But I love you so much. 


“If I don t judge Dave for it then I’m not going to judge you for it...”” She whispered as she 
held on tight to her older brother. She had been in enough life or death situations to know that 
sometimes all you can do is act. And Morgan never had a shield or super speed or super 
strength to rely on in those kinds of situations. /t must be terrifying... 


And he just held on to her for several long seconds before finally letting go. 


She smiled up at him as she swiped at her face just to make sure no stray tears fell. “I love 
you, Mo.” 


“T love you too, P.” And he laughed a little before they both continued towards her car. 


When they got there she finally turned to him and asked the one question she had wanted to 
ask for months. “Oh, just one more thing...” 


“What?” Morgan laughed. He was still so relieved that she wasn’t going to- to ask him about 
the things he’s done that he missed the malicious glint in her eye until it was too late. 


“So have you kissed Alex, or what?” 


Morgan just spluttered at her. “I- No. He- Damn it , Peony. We’re just friends!” 


“Uh-huh, you are right now, but you can easily fix that.” 


“No. No, because there is nothing to fix.” Morgan said heatedly. “And- and I thought you 
didn’t like him 40 minutes ago?” He accused. 


“T don’t. But I’m also not his best friend or the one who caught feelings.” Peony taunted, 
“Besides who knows, if he gets laid maybe he might be less homicidal.” 


Morgan made this choking sound and scrubbed at his face. His cheeks felt very very warm. 
“T- I cannot believe you- No. Nope. I’m not having this conversation. Goodbye Peony.” And 
he turned to walk towards his own car. 


Peony, just as much of a pain in the ass as Morgan, beamed and cupped her hands over her 
mouth to shout, “Think about it! You might not be a humanitarian but I'm sure it would make 
things better for the rest of us! And it’d be fun for you~” 


Morgan just gave her the finger and walked much more quickly away from her. He didn’t 
glance back at her until he’d reached his own car but he could see and hear her doubled over 
in laughter. “ Jesus fucking christ... | can’t tell you shit.” He muttered as he opened his door. 
“Go home, Peony!” He called back as he got into his car. 


She just shot a hand up and waved but she was still clearly shaking with laughter. Morgan 
just closed his door and tried not to beat his head against his steering wheel. J never should 
have said anything to her... But he puffed out a breath and turned his car over so he could 
finish retreating. 
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action and such so bare with me, action sequences are outside my norm lol. 


Also Look! The plot! She's reappeared! 
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Nights were meant to be dark. Nights were meant to be quiet. They were meant to be still and 
sleepy and just a little dangerous. But city nights were never like that, especially not in 
Capital City. 


The moon was hidden behind clouds providing no light to the streets below, but that was just 
fine, they had their own. The yellow red haze of streetlights filled the sky and reflected off 
the clouds like a red glow. Sirens wailed in the distance and added to the din of horns and 
music and voices. Add to the squeak of breaks and the whir of machinery that all kept the 
city moving despite the late hour. 


But even with all that light and all that sound, there were still those pockets of motionless 
quiet and eerie darkness. And the extra lights only seemed to make those spaces all the more 
dangerous... 


A figure slid out of one such pocket and hopped a chain link fence with hardly a sound or a 
wasted breath. They landed in the lot of the midrise apartment complex and simply looked at 
the towering structure across from them. It loomed larger than life above them, all casted in 
dark shadows, nary a light glowing in the windows. It was old and its brick facade was 
cracked and angular. It was exactly what they were looking for. 


So with quick steps they began to pick up speed. The long even strides of a runner carried 
them closer to the building, but they were not heading for an entrance. They sprang up and 
forward, toes catching on a jutting brick and they leapt a little higher hands reaching for that 
red cloudy sky- 


Fingers caught on the second story balcony above and with a breathless laugh the figure 
began their climb. 


Up and up they went. With leaps and swings and fingertip catches. They clung to the wall 
and skirted around ledges no wider than a fat cockroach. Breathless risks were taken. 
Breathless risks were won. And still they sprang and moved and jumped. Higher and higher 
they went, heart hammering, breaths panting. 


And then fingers and palms slapped onto the upper lip of the roof. They hung there for 
several seconds, body straining in those final moments, death below and victory above. And 
then they got their feet underneath them and with one last push they scrambled up and over 
the ledge, stumbling onto the gravel roof but they did not fall. 


Now they stood amongst the machinery and the wiring, but no light found them. Not until the 
shifting clouds above moved just enough for the moon to peak through, to cast its cool glow 
onto the roofs below, full and bright and alive with possibilities. 


Morgan threw his hands up in exhausted and exhilarated triumph. He let out a whoop of 
berserk adrenaline high joy. He fucking did it! 


Months- months of practice and slips and falls. Months of hitting mats and then concrete 
when he made a mistake. Months of repeating the mantura ‘ You stall, you fall’ in his head as 
he practiced nearly every night. As he ran through the city, down subway stations and 
through construction zones, down alleys and over obstacles. He ran and practiced and fell. He 
ran and practiced and came home with scrapes and bruises and blood on his palms. Most 
nights he stumbled into bed sore, breathless, and sweaty. 


And this moment, right here, standing on this roof top over 300ft above the street... this 
made all of that blood and sweat and tears worth it. Because he did it. He climbed this 
building without gear or ropes or harnesses. He made it up here with muscle and flexibility 
and a whole fuck ton of faith. And he did it a// himself. And wasn’t that just fucking 
incredible! 


This had been his first real world test, the first time that he’d been able to prove to himself 
that he could do this. That he could escape from heroes like this. He’d started out tonight 
more than a little nervous, he had a heist coming up. A proper one grandstanding over the top 


one in Emerald City. He had a museum to rob and heroes to upstage. And... and he’d been 
half-sick to his stomach about it. He hadn’t said anything to his crew or even Alex about it 
but- but after everything that had happened over the last month and half with him and his 
family and hitting bottom and then all of it coming out with Alex- God it- it all just left him 
feeling... off. 


He’d felt uncertain and afraid and... like he was some helpless kid again, trapped and 
isolated and alone... He felt like just some nobody fuckup again. Dr. Haylie had said she 
wasn’t surprised. What they were unpacking was deeply upsetting for him, plain and simple. 
They were dragging up painful topics from his past and that meant dragging up all those 
feelings too. But they were talking about those hard things to help him learn to not just 
overcome them but how to cope with them in healthy ways so they didn’t come back to hurt 
him again or at least not so bad. It wasn’t going to be easy or simple and it was going to hurt. 


But it was also so important for them to do it... he just hated that it left him feeling afraid 
again, like he couldn’t do anything right. Like he was going to screw up this heist- or any job 
really and get his people hurt. It had half petrified him... Which sort of just pissed him off 
too. He hated being afraid- hated letting himself get bullied into something even if he was 
doing the bullying. So here he was, out on a Saturday night in sweats standing on a 
motherfucking rooftop. Because he fucking could. Because he wasn t a fuckup. He wasn’t 
some helpless kid anymore. He was a goddamn villain. He was just exactly who he wanted to 
be. Even if he didn’t always do the ‘right thing’ or didn’t always succeed. He wasn’t perfect. 
He didn’t have to be. He was fucking enough! And enough had gotten him to where he was 
today... standing on a rooftop and shouting up at the night sky. 


He laughed and hollered again as he rode this euphoria. It had been a while since he’d felt 
anything like this. Since he felt joy and hope and- and like he was invincible . Fuck it he felt 
like he had goddamn super powers again and it was awesome. He knew this high would come 
with a crash, they always did, but maybe... just maybe it wouldn’t be so low this time. But 
that was a problem for later, right now he couldn’t bring himself to care. Because he fucking 
did it. He earned this. 


And as the clouds rolled back over that glittering full moon and darkness overtook the 
rooftops, a cat on the balcony of a neighboring building gently flicked its tail. Yellow eyes 
watched the giddy exhausted figure start to make his way back to the edge and begin the 
nerve-wracking climb back down. But he made no move to get up. He simply stretched back 
out on the fat railing and luxurated in the warmth and joy and exuberation his friend felt. 
He’d been feeling Morgan’s uncertainty for a while, had felt it grow and ebb over the last 
several weeks as he talked more about his museum heist but it never faded. It hadn’t been 
overwhelming him per se but Morgan still didn’t mention it, at least not to Alex. So when 


he’d said he was going out to try and climb a building after dinner... Alex may have decided 
to just follow him... In case... And as it turned out he hadn’t need Alex’s help at all. 


A small grin pulled at the feline face. It was such a wonderful thing to know his friend had 

earned this victory. He needed one. And not one just given to him or that fell into his lap. No 
coincidences or luck. This was something he’d done all himself and that made it all mean so 
much more. Alex could feel all that pride and elation in his chest, not a trace of doubt mixed 
in anywhere. It might not be his own but it still felt good. Personal satisfaction in the face of 
adversity really was so important to their line of work. It was the only way to stay sharp and 
keep just out of reach of those pathetic heroes. Taunting and teasing and properly arrogant. 


In a little while he’d have to get up and make his way back to the apartment before Morgan 
made it home, but for now he lounged and relished in his friend’s victory. His personal pride 
and delight in his friend’s accomplishments brought a light purr to this chest as he went back 
to watching the D-tier villain carefully pick his way back down the side of the building. 


Besides, he still needed to come up with a way to make Morgan bend to his will... 


As the elevator dinged and the doors opened on his floor, Morgan wanted nothing more than 
to shower and get some well deserved sleep, but could hear music coming from down the 
hall. It was faint but he could still hear it. And it grew more intelligible as he approached his 
own door. 


“Allllex?” Morgan muttered as he pushed open the door. His apartment, and thus Alex, had to 
be the source of the music. The lights were still dim just the way he left them. And Alex was 
still on the sofa but his position had changed quite a bit. He was laying face down now, one 
leg sticking off the sofa, a blanket thrown haphazardly over himself and a pillow over his 
head. 


““.Alex?” Morgan repeated as he closed and locked the door behind himself, but when his 
friend only sighed dramatically, Morgan snorted, “What the hell are you doing?” 


Alex just sighed even louder but made no other acknowledgement as the Beauty and the 
Beast soundtrack continued to play from Alex’s phone on the coffee table. But when Morgan 
just stared at him, Alex reluctantly complained, “Nothing... just lamenting how unloved I 
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am... 


“ Oh for the love of god! You are not still on this!” Morgan said rolling his eyes as he 
approached. 


Alex glared out from underneath his pillow and blanket before reaching out a hand to slap at 
his phone to turn the music up to its max. He then let his arm fall dramatically to the floor 
and once again sighed as loudly and dramatically as he could. He had to keep hiding his face 
or he would not be able to keep from laughing, god this had been such a good idea. 


[“Oh my god! Why are you like this!?”” Morgan complained as he went over to try and take 
Alex’s phone to turn the music down. 


Alex snatched his phone off of the table before Morgan could grab it and sat up, knocking the 
pillow to the floor but the blanket stayed up like a hood- neigh, like a cowl. “Why not be like 
this?” He mourned, “I’ve been left behind again fo rot by myself. Alone and unloved.” And 
he sighed again before looking away to gaze out the window. 


“T literally haven’t even left yet!” Morgan protested. 


Ignoring him, Alex went on, “ Abandoned by those who I thought cared for me.” 


Morgan pinched the bridge of his nose and swore, “Oh my god, you dramatic motherfucker.” 
With a sigh he finally just gave in to Alex’s ridiculous demands from dinner. “Fine! I’ll send 
you a postcard. I’m gonna be back before it’s delivered but I’ll send it anyway.” 


Alex paused the music and grinned. “And that’s all I wanted. Have fun on your trip.”’] 


“ Jesus christ.” Morgan cursed again before turning his back on his idiot friend and heading 
for the kitchen and his water bottle in the fridge. “I am Jiterally only going to Emerald City! 
It’s like a two day drive from here! Which is meaningless for someone who can teleport .” 
Morgan continued to bitch as he jerked opened the fridge. Several things stuck to the door 
shifted around and the card with the adorable little cartoon t-rex in a party hat started to slide 
off. Morgan caught it before the card or the magnet could fall to the floor. He’d gotten it in 
the mail a few weeks ago and had cried in the elevator as he read it. Lissa was... god Morgan 
didn’t think he had the right words to describe just how wonderful she was but that card was 
absolutely a permanent decoration on his fridge now and he returned it to its rightful place. 
The card next to it on the other hand... And pulled the RSVP note and envelope free, but left 
the wedding invitation in place as he closed the fridge. 


“Tt’s the principle of the thing.” Alex replied chipperly. “You go on a heist, I get a postcard. 
Those are the rules.” 


Morgan just snorted as he wandered back into the living room but he didn’t look up from 
Peony’s and Dave’s RSVP slip. The note had had an interesting shimmer to it when he first 
opened it and since Peony had cryptically texted him several days before that he should text 
her when he got it, he decided to have a quick conversation with Barnaby instead. Dog Boy 
had confirmed Morgan’s suspicion that the FA had some sort of fancy little decoder deals that 
produced a light that could be used to read secret FA only messages. And apparently only 
‘official members’ had them, just paying dues wasn’t good enough. So Morgan had had to do 
a little juriory rigging on his own but he managed to get the right wavelength eventually and 
was able to read the literal subtext on the note. It confirmed that ‘ The reception will be for 
family only.’ actually meant for ‘caped crusaders’ and other such hero types. And that they 
were expected to wear ‘ Hero chic’ whatever the fuck that meant. 


So after 40 minutes of work he just texted Peony, ““What the fuck is hero chic???” It 
apparently was FA lingo for costume adjacent formal attire. And after artfully avoiding her 
questions about how he’d managed to read the secret message she’d finally just explained 
that they'd had to order the cards in bulk so she hadn't been able to make a separate one for 
him. She’d meant to add a note to his but Mom had taken the lot of them out to mail before 
she could. He and his plus one were, of course, invited to the reception and could dress up as 
much as they liked. Morgan had snorted but replied he’d figure something out. He did not 
however mention the extra note that had been included in his invitation. Because it wasn’t 
from either the bride or the groom... it was from his mother . 


She had managed to politely, and without actually saying it , ask him to not bring Alex. 
She’d used phrases like ‘Please be considerate for your sister’s wedding’ and ‘Remember the 
kind of event this is and make sure anyone whom you invite is aware of that’. It hadn’t been 
hard for him to read between the lines on this... And if he hadn’t already invited Alex he 


absolutely would have now . She did not get to pick who did or did not get to go to Peony’s 
wedding. Loving mother of the bride or not it wasn t her wedding. And given Peony’s most 
recent texts regarding Alex and- hrm, how easily his mood might be fixed... He was pretty 
sure the obnoxious little snot wasn’t gonna complain if Morgan invited Alex anyways. 


He still hadn’t actually to/d her that he was doing so yet and while she was still harassing him 
about Alex he didn't really want to either... But he did need to get his reply in the mail and 
soon. Crap... 


“What’s that?” Alex asked, standing not two feet from Morgan. 


“Gah!” He yelped and leapt back in surprise only to stagger a little. He hadn’t realized Alex 
had gotten off the couch let alone was standing right in front of him. “Don’t do that!” 


Smirking Alex put a hand out and steadied his friend. Morgan was amazingly easy to startle 
when he was deep in thought. Once he got those little furrows in his brow he was no longer 
paying attention to anything going on around him. “What’s that?” Alex repeated, ignoring his 
friend’s glare. 


“Tt’s just the RSVP card for Peony’s wedding...” 


“And why is it so perplexing?” 


Morgan sighed and sipped from his water again. “It’s not... exactly. I just... Actually, wait. 
Do you have any aliases you’re okay with going by?” 


Alex raised a brow, “ Aliases? Why?” 


“Because my mom’s being... hrm , a pain and I don’t want her to know I’m inviting you.” 
He said to the floor, frowning. 


Alex narrowed his eyes a little. “Just her? No one else is warning you off are they?” 


“No. I don’t think this is a trap, but I’m not stupid.” Morgan added rolling his eyes, “If I go 
by myself my whole family will undoubtedly try and turn it into an ‘ intervention ’.” And he 
put air quotes around the last word. God he really hated all of them sometimes. “So I’m 
definitely still inviting you... I mean I would be even if I wasn’t going to a party full of 
heroes, but still.” And he shrugged, handing Alex the little card. 


Alex had been about to say more about this whole thing still feeling like a trap, but Morgan’s 
words caught him off guard. “You would?” He asked as he took the card and gave it a quick 
skim. He could tell something was off and after blinking once he changed his vision enough 
to read the hidden message. “You’re not just bringing me to piss off your family?” 


“T mean yeah , that’s part of it. But... I want you to come to my sister’s wedding, man.” 
Morgan replied. 


Alex smiled a bit and held the card back out to Morgan between two fingers, “Even if we 
have to dress in hero chic?” Alex snorted derisively. 


“ Oh I think we can manage something a lot closer to villain chic, but yeah.” Morgan laughed 
as he took the card back. “It’s important to me, well Peony is anyways, and I... I dunno I 
guess I just want you to be there to celebrate with me.” 


“... Pd, uh, I'd be happy too.” Alex murmured as he held Morgan’s gaze. Morgan was still 
sweaty from his run and his hair was sort of a mess, but his eyes were warm and soft and had 
those pretty flecks of green and gray that Morgan insisted were not there. “J have brown eyes, 
Alex. Not hazel.” And Alex could still feel that underlayer of exhilarated joy Morgan was still 
riding on. It made the butterflies a lot worse all of a sudden. He looked away and shifted back 
a little, “So... aliases?” 


“Uh, right.” Morgan shrugged. He’d been staring at Alex. He’d been doing that a lot recently 
but... well damn it, his eyes were just so- so- interesting... sometimes. Pull your shit 
together, Bolten. “So do you have any?” 


“No, not really.” 


“T guess I could just put Alexander then.” Morgan teased and laughed when Alex sneered. 


“No. You won't ." 


“Then come up with something better or that’s what I’m putting. They know how much you 
dislike it so I doubt my mom will think I’m up to something.” Morgan snickered. 


“How long do I have?” 


“Hmm, til tomorrow morning before me an’ my crew leave for Emerald City.” 


“That’s not a lot of time.” Alex scowled. 


Morgan just smirked back up at him before sipping from his water. “Oh I’m sure you’! think 
of something~” And he snickered as turned and headed for his room and the shower, “Night, 
Alex.” 


“Hrmph... Night, Morgan.” Alex grumbled as he flicked off the light and followed after his 
friend, heading to his own room. 


“Looks like they’re heading out for lunch.” Lauren said over the comms. 


Morgan didn’t stand up yet from where he was sketching one of the animal displays. There 
was a crowd around him and he didn’t want his departure to be noticed. As the class full of 
hyper active kids and docent moved through the display room, Morgan checked his 
smartwatch and before lifting it to his mouth like any other 20 something might do and 


murmured his reply, “Okay. Be there soon.” Then he closed up his sketchbook and put the 
pencils back in their tin. 


His movements were unhurried and eventually he stowed everything in his backpack before 
scooping it and his mostly empty Starbucks’s cup up and rejoining the crowd. He kept pace 
with everyone else who was here to see the fun displays on a Tuesday afternoon, but when 
they neared a bathroom he peeled off. 


He slipped into a stall and hung up his backpack, prepared to leave it there. He half wanted 
somebody to take it to the lost and found, just to make his cover story that much more 
realistic, but if someone just decided to just nab it, it wasn’t a big loss on his part. It only had 
stuff for his cover identity in it anyways. He tugged off his beanie and then the hoodie rolling 
them both up tightly. He flicked his fingers and tucked both items into one of his pockets. 
The fit was a little close but he’d done this several times before and as long as he got the 
hoodie rolled up tight enough then it would fit through the small void in spacetime just fine. 
Gear stowed, he adjusted his glasses and straightened the blue polo he was wearing. It just so 
happened to be color perfect to the museum staff’s uniforms. 


He waited a few more moments to make sure the two guys who’d been at the urinals were 
long gone before he stepped out of the stall. In had walked some nobody art student, a 
common sighting here in Emerald City, and out walked some nobody museum employee. Or 
at least somebody who /ooked like they worked at the museum. His shirt didn’t have the 
embroidered logo nor did he have any sort of name badge. He did however have a security 
RFID card, one he’d lifted during his turn around the museum this morning. It belonged to 
some poor gal who was going to have a really rough day when she returned from lunch only 
to find she didn’t have her badge. But Morgan would be sure to leave it somewhere obvious 
and hoped she’d find it again, fingerprint free of course. 


As he washed his hands he heard Maggie’s voice through the glasses. Handy technology 
bone-conducting headphones were, so easy to take apart and rewire to work with an ordinary 
pair of fake prescription glasses. “Beta team, your amplifier has some interference, you’ll 
need to move it.” 


“You betcha.” Zachary said while popping his gum. He and the rest of Morgan’s people in the 
museum had the same set up he had, ‘smartwatch’ and ‘glasses’, instead of there usual 
comms system. It was a lot more inconspicuous when they had to work ops during a target's 
hours of operation. But risks like this had to be taken, especially when they didn’t know what 
this security system could really do and how effective the Heavenweb software was going to 
be at cracking through it. 


So as Morgan strolled to the unobtrusive doorway marked ‘Staff Only’ he walked with 
purpose, but not in a rush. He was simply heading back to his desk, just like some of the 
other staff. The schememiacs they had gotten were good enough that Morgan had been able 
to use it and the photos on the architect’s website to orient himself with the layout of the 
internal staff spaces. Leave it to a prideful architect overly enthusiastic about his hand in the 
remodel to give Morgan a perfect mental map to the security offices. People really are the 
best sometimes. He smiled to himself as went to hold his stolen badge up to the scanner. The 
little light flashed green and Morgan opened up the door. 


“Wait!” A voice called from behind him. Years of practice, kept him from jumping or acting 
overly alarmed as he glanced behind him. 


“Could you hold the door?” Asked the overburdened woman. She had several bags of food 
and a drink tray that she was balancing. 


“Sure.” Morgan chuckled and she shot him a grateful look. “Do you need any help?” 


“Oh, no. But thanks!” She laughed and hurried through the open door, never once noticing 
anything out of the ordinary about the man who’d helped her. 


“Anytime.” He replied still amused as he followed after her. This was something that might 
not happen a lot, but was certainly something he’d come to expect. He was supposed to be 
here, so he was still supposed to do all the normal things a coworker/delivery person/random 
guest should do. Open doors, hold the elevator, offer to carry up groceries. It was just 
something people did, especially friendly people. Friendly ordinary people with a forgettable 
face. It was a very handy thing, being average, he’d used it to his advantage all the time. 


That lady would never remember him, and if she tried to her brain would fill in his face with 
one of her other male coworkers with brown hair and glasses. She’d just assume someone she 
knew held the door open for her because why would she have any reason to think otherwise? 


Morgan’s smile stayed in place as he strolled down the hall and turned right instead of 
following her to the left. He walked right by the main security station, with all its fun 
monitors and controls. It was manned of course, two security officers sat at the desk watching 


screens and chatting. Morgan continued on by and turned right this time as he approached the 
Security Chief’s office. It was windowless and dark, the door slightly cracked. Morgan, 
without glancing around, went right inside just like he was supposed to be there, and then he 
cracked the door in the same way it had been before. He flicked off the light as the motion 
sensor turned it on. He didn’t need it, and it would make sure no one came by to talk to the 
boss if the lights were still off. 


“I’m in.” He whispered to his watch as he scanned the little cluttered room. There were 
stacks of paper basically everywhere. On filing cabinets, all over the desk, on the side table, 
in one of the guest chairs. Books and papers and binders filled the space, and stuffed the 
bookcase behind the desk. “Eyes open, keep me-” But he cut himself off as he managed to 
not shout or jump, when he noticed another a person in the room with him. A person who 
had definitely not been there a second ago when he'd done his first sweep. 


Leaning against the desk in front him him, eating a popsicle no less, was Alex. He grinned as 
Morgan glared at him, yellow eyes glowing in the dark. 


“Boss? Boss, you good?” Came Bill’s worried reply. 


As Morgan’s heart tried to beat its way out of his chest he sighed and rubbed at this eyes, 
lifting his glasses in the process. “Yup, fine. It’s just Alex.” He grumbled into the watch. He 
heard several giggles and snickers over this headphones as he resettled his glasses and he 
rolled his eyes. “Keep me posted, C out.” 


To Alex he whisper growled, “ Why are you here?” 


“Bored.” Alex replied and shrugged. “You were doing stuff and it seemed interesting.” 


"IT am. Now go away." 


Still smirking Alex pondered the question for a few seconds, "... Nah." 


Morgan wanted to strangle him, but at least he hadn’t teleported Morgan away from the heist 
because he was bored, only teleported to him. Taking the higher road, and deciding to not 
continue to argue with the S-tier villain, he walked by Alex and headed around the desk... 
and one arm shoved Alex off of it. 


Grinning, Alex let himself be shoved, still eating his popsicle, while Morgan went around to 
the computer tower and pulled it out from the wall. He didn't move it far just enough to get 
his hands around to the back and find an unused usb port. With only his fingertips to feel for 
an empty port, he flicked his other hand and reached into one of his pockets to pull out a usb 
antenna. After a few seconds of lining the usb up with the port, he plugged it into the back of 
the tower and straightened the short swiveling antenna so it couldn’t be seen from the front. 
Then with care, Morgan slid the tower back into place, making sure he didn't distrubed 
anything on the desk, not even the dust. 


“Antenna’s in.” Morgan relayed to his crew before shaking the mouse and waking the 
computer up. The blue light from the login screen filled the room. 


“What are you doing?” Alex asked as he moved around the desk to peer over Morgan's 
shoulder. He made sure to stand far enough back that his friend couldn’t whack him again. 
He hadn’t heard from Morgan in almost a week but Alex had also been rather busy harassing 
several covert hero teams who'd been out sneaking through Antarctica tundra trying to get 
near his lair. There weren't a lot of scavengers in the arctic so Alex assumed their bodies 
would just become red-brown lairs of ice over the next few months. Not unless someone 
comes to get them. But it meant he hadn't had a lot of time to ask Morgan about how his heist 
had been going, so dropping by had seemed like fun. 


Morgan shot Alex an annoyed look but still didn’t say anything as he signed into the security 
chief’s computer. 


“Decrypting their password?” Alex inquired, unfazed by Morgan's irritation. 


Morgan snorted quietly, unable to keep from sharing this little bit of idiotic luck. “No, why 
would I? He’s got this handy sticky note right here for me.” And Morgan leaned to the side so 
Alex could see the lime green sticky note stuck to the monitor with “ Username: Admin, 
Password: Admin12” written on it. 


Alex snorted too and Morgan finished signing in. He did have a flash drive with a decryption 
program on it in one of his pockets, but he only needed to used it about 50% of the time for 
ops like this. People really were the biggest security vulnerability in any system. After 
opening up the command prompt he typed several lines of code, before saying, “And I’m 
giving Maggie and Dasia remote access to the system.” 


(4 ‘Why? 99 


“Because we need to see what the Crisp model 500 security system and software can do 
when active. Which it isn’t right now. Dee and Mags are gonna let Heavenweb have at it 
tonight and see what all they can learn. We don’t want to have to manually link in like this for 
the Kensington job so we are testing for vulnerabilities to just remoting in here.” Morgan 
explained as he typed. 


“1 still think you should have just let me buy the security system for you so you and your 
team could play with it.” Alex replied gesturing with his popsicle, not really watching 
Morgan type anymore. Writing code was kind of boring, even if they were standing in the 
dark in an office surrounded by people who definitely wouldn't want them to be there. 


“That would defeat the whole purpose of this heist.” And then after Morgan hit enter, the 
screen flashed red twice and the mouse began to move on its own. “Besides, where's the fun 
in that?” Then after a beat, he couldn’t help himself“... Also why do you have a popsicle?” 


Alex shrugged as he pulled the last bite of orange creamsicle off the stick. “I wanted one.” 
And with a flick of his fingers the stick vanished into nothingness. He knew better than to 
leave anything behind or Morgan would have his head... figuratively. “Now what?” 


Morgan just snorted and shook his head, “Now we wait for Mags to give me the all clear and 
we leave .” 


“‘When’s the actual heist?” 


“Friday night.” 


“ April Ist? ” Alex snickered and Morgan glanced back to grin at this friend. 


“T thought it was funny. Fake heist and all that.” 


“Okay, Boss, we're in and buried.” Came Maggie’s voice over the comms. 


“All relays look good? Are we set?” Morgan asked as he watched the command prompt 
disappear and the computer sign out on its own. 


As Morgan stepped back and headed for the door, Alex heard something from the hall. It 
sounded like footsteps, very quiet ones. “ Someones coming.”’ He whispered urgently. 


Morgan’s eyes snapped to Alex and before his friend could say anything more, Morgan 
stepped over to him in two quick strides. He put his hand over Alex’s mouth and grabbed his 
arm. Then he quickly pushed Alex back against the wall just on one side of the door as 
quietly as he could. Alex, thank god , didn't resist and Morgan pressed himself flush against 
his friend and held his breath. The door for this room swung inwards and if someone was just 
coming to look for the chief or peek in they wouldn’t see the pair or open the door wide 
enough to hit them. 


Alex went absolutely still and held his own breath. Could he have just teleported them both 
out or made them invisible? Yes, duh, but this was Morgan’s heist. One he was interrupting 
and talking through, so he let Morgan’s thieves instincts dictate what they did next. Yup. 
M’hmm. That was the only reason he was holding still and not breathing. It had nothing to do 
with the fact that they were in a very dark room and Morgan was now pressing him back 
against a wall with his body... Nope. That had nothing to do with it. 


Seconds ticked by slowly as the adrenaline pounded through Morgan. He heard Maggie’s 
voice over the comms just as the door began to open. "Yep, Boss. All set." 


His heart started to beat faster when he heard Maggie speak, but he knew no one else could 
hear it so he kept very very still as the door moved. 


But it only opened about halfway before stopping. He didn’t hear anything and even though 
he couldn’t see through the crack in the door, his eyes stayed glued to it. If we can t see them, 
they can't see us. 


Finally after what felt like another century of silent stillness someone spoke in the hallway, 
“What’s up?” 


Then a voice just on the other side of the door said, “I dunno... I thought I heard voices.” 


“Nah, I think Mike’s still on lunch.” 


“Yeah... I thought so too. Huh, weird.” 


And then after another handful of slow seconds Morgan and Alex finally heard the pair 
continue to chatter as they walked away. Morgan didn’t take a breath until he could no longer 
hear their voices. " Oh- Phew. ” he whispered but he couldn't help his grin as he pulled his 
hand away from Alex’s mouth. There really was nothing like almost getting caught only to 
still get away with it. Moments like this always left him in a good mood.” That was close. ” 


“Uh, yeah.” Alex replied after a beat, voice just as quiet as Morgan’s. He still didn’t have 
enough space to move away from the wall, not without awkwardly sliding, so he stayed put. 
His heart was beating a little too quickly and Morgan was still pressed right against him. He 
could feel the D-tier villain's excitement very well and it wasn’t helping his current situation 
at all . In fact this damned empathy thing was seriously starting to become a problem. 


Not including that whole uh, situation from a month ago, he was starting to pick up more of 
Morgan’s feelings. Or maybe more of them were just- just more noticeable because he was 
feeling better...? Regardless it was becoming a nuisance again . Nearly all of them were 
positive which was great, really, it was... but it was proving to be terribly distracting. 
Sometimes this ability was handy and honestly sort of invaluable while he was trying to help 
Morgan emotionally but then there were times like this . Where it made it hard to think about 
anything other than just how- how much he wanted to diss the other villain. Especially now . 


Alex tried to say something- anything really as Morgan just smirked up at him but he just 
couldn’t manage to. And then Morgan was pulling away, “Come on, we really need to go.” 
He snickered. 


“right.” 


Morgan released Alex and spoke into his watch, “On my way out.” Before grinning over at 
Alex, “So... are you busy for the next few days?” 


“No? Why?” And Alex could just hear the mischievous energy in is tone just as well as he 
could see it in Morgan’s smirk. 


“Wanna help me steal some antiques on Friday?” 


“Always.” Alex snorted. 


“Sweet~” Morgan replied, “But seriously, I need to go and you need to vanish or 
something.” 


Matching Morgan’s grin with one just as roguish, he felt himself slowly begin to disappear, 
starting from his extremities first and saving his grin for last. 


Morgan just shook his head at his friends over dramatic antics. “Really? Cheshire cat?” He 
questioned. And then to his surprise he heard Alex’s voice just by his ear. 


“ Why not~” Purred the voice. And Morgan felt a shiver roll down his spine and end 
somewhere in his toes as he felt Alex’s breath on his cheek. And now his heart was racing for 
a very different reason. 


Morgan had to actively make an effort to keep his expression from changing too much but he 
still had to clear his throat before speaking. “Ha- Whatever, man. C-come on, let’s go.” And 


he headed for the door. 


Morgan left the staff area just as unobtrusively as he had entered and made it back to the 
bathroom without issue. And to his surprise his backpack was just where he’d left. After 
waiting a few minutes, his college student persona left not just the bathroom but the museum 
all together. 


He figured Alex was still with him, just invisible, but his friend didn’t say or do anything to 
alert Morgan to where he was, so he just continued walking down the street. He went around 
the block and down another street before he reached the car he’d parked nearby. 


It was some unremarkable little four door he’d very politely hotwired and was currently using 
for this disguise. Inside the car were two women, one in the passenger seat and the other sat 
in the back. Both were chatting idle and laughing, the windows half rolled down as they 
waited for their driver to return. Morgan opened the door and slid right into said driver’s seat. 
“Hey~ Sorry that took me so long.” 


“No worries~” Daisa laughed from the back seat. 


And Morgan slid right into their conversation as little trio continued to chat until Morgan 
turned the car over and rolled the windows back up. “So how’s it looking?” He asked. 


“Golden, Boss.” Maggie grinned. “Bill’s waiting to pick up Lauren and Zackary and Ana and 
Raul made it to the tram station already.” 


“Excellent.” 


And it was at that moment that Alex decided to rematerialize. 


“What were they all up to?” Alex asked, smirking as he settled back into his seat next to 
Daisa just as Morgan started to pull away from the curb. Both women managed to keep from 
jumping but only Dasia managed not to swear. 


“Oh, right.” Morgan snickered. "I forgot to mention, Alex is with me.” Alex’s antics were 
only a little funny when it happened to him, they were fucking hilarious when it happened to 
other people. 


“Son of a-! Can’t you make him stop doing that?!” Maggie protested, glaring not at the S- 
tier villain but at her boss. 


“Not a chance.” Morgan replied still grinning. And to Alex, he said “I'll fill you in once we 
get on the freeway. Let’s head home people.” 


Heavenweb operated just as advertised. It took Dee and Mags two nights of poking and 
prodding before they managed to coax the security system into spilling its guts, and spill it 
did. They got access to all of the underlayers to the program and its base scripts. They started 
pulling the whole system apart line by line before Morgan could redirect them. But it didn’t 
take them long to find the sort of vulnerabilities Morgan had hoped for. 


The Crisp model 500 was top of the line and nearly unbreakable... But it functioned very 
much like a ultra secure safe with all the eggs inside. All you needed was the key to again 
access to every piece of hardware in the whole museum. Every motion sensor, camera, 
infrared tripwire. You name it, the Crisp software was integrated into it some how. And 
Heavenweb handed them a all the material they need to make such a key. 


This information was really the goal of this heist and it was a resounding success... but he’d 
already defeated the security system he couldn’t not take something. So for the remainder of 
the week he fine tuned his plan with his crew so they could nab several very valuable British 
antiques, ones that were on loan to the King’s Foundation Natural History Museum from no 
other than the Kensington Palace. It was just so poetic, Morgan really couldn’t pass this up. 


And his plan had run smoothly... to a point. In is research regarding the schematics for the 
museum Morgan had learned all about its remodel as well. After Emerald City’s very own 
Hood had a nasty fight with a few assassins from the Coalition of Darkness they'd left the 
building in disrepair. The King Foundation had stepped in to help pay for the repairs and the 
museum had been restored in short order. But speedy work went hand in hand with shoddy 
craftsmanship and true to form the contractors had done a poor job repairing the hole the 
Coalition had made from the storm drain tunnels into the sub basement. From the museum 
side everything had seemed fine but on the drain side it was a different story. 


The patch job was very distinct and not anchored to the rest of the tunnel very well... Which 
meant one shot from say, a shrink ray would likely shrink the whole patch job in one go and 
open that hole right back up again. Which was exactly what they did. 


Carmine had gone to extreme care to make sure the shrunk down wall piece was positioned 
in such a way that when it popped back to full size 12 hours later it would end up right back 
where it was supposed to be with only a handful of cracks to show for it. He then set up a 
fairly tolerable hologram projector to hide the hole while they snuck around so as to not alert 
anyone to their presence. The projector was still a little glitchy sometimes and eventual he 
was going to find the damn bug but for now it would just have to flicker once every 10 
minutes. 


He and his crew, plus Alex, then made their way into the sub basement, not a single alarm 
sounded as Maggie and Daisa monitored the whole building remotely. They had set up loops 
to run on all the cameras they’d pass by and used the rest to tell the crew where the guards 
were at all times. Once the reached the main floor Zachary and Lauren peeled off to go 
collect relays and other gear they’d left behind several days ago, while the rest of them 
headed for the second floor. 


Now was the fun part. Carmine and his crew carefully unlocked all the glass cases with ease, 
gathered the pieces inside and then relocked them. That was the best part. He wanted this all 
to look like one big magic trick. One second the cases were full and then when the cameras 
went back to normal they would all just be empty. Each and every case and display case 
empty except for a single folded card with a red letter ‘C’ on it. Morgan could wait to hear 
Baranby half complain and half praise his showmanship on this one. 


They’d gotten the last case all locked up again before things went south. 


“Uh, Boss. We got a problem.” Bill muttered over the comms. 


Those were probably Morgan’s least favorite words. “What kind of problem?” Carmine 
asked. 


“Well for one Dog Boy’s here.” 


“Good for him.” Carmine chuckled. He was impressed Barnaby had managed to crack his 
code quick enough to make it to the heist in time. This could actually prove to be fun. “Is that 
all?” 


“No, he’s got somebody with him, another hero type but I don’t recognize him...” 


“Ts it the Hood?” That wouldn’t be too surprising given that this was his turf. 


“Nah, I sorta figured he’d have a hood ya know. This guy's in like a green body suit with 
white gloves and boots...” Bill explained and Morgan’s blood ran cold. 


“Does he have goggles and a big ‘A’ on his chest?” Carmine demanded, voice frosty. 


And every person on his team took pause. They knew their Boss and they knew that tone. 
This op just went south, no more fun and games. 


“Yes.” Bill replied and Carmine swore under his breath. 


Then Maggie’s voice added, “We’ve got sirens in bound, t-minus 5.” 


“ Hell. Alright, time to go. Everybody down and out. L. Z. Leave whatever you haven’t 
grabbed.” Carmine ordered over the comms before turned to the group with him. “The rest of 


you, head down to the basement, wait for L and Z to catch up with you but then all of you 
need to go. Leave the hologram projector. Hit the tunnels and spread out.” 


He was meet with several nods as everyone slung their backpacks into place and tightened 
them down. Free hands were very important during a chase, Carmine had drilled that into 
them enough times for them to take it seriously. Morgan trusted his team to do what they 
needed to stay safe, they were always the priority not the goods. Within a few seconds 
everyone was ready to go... Well a/most everyone. 


Alex just narrowed his eyes and crossed his arms. He didn't have a bag and really had been 
here more for fun than to actually help. He was still wearing all black and had gloves on like 
the rest of them but he wasn’t wearing a facemask or a cap. It wasn’t like he was going to let 
anyone get the chance to see his face anyway. But unlike the rest of Morgan’s little crew he 
had heard and disagreed with the subtext in Morgan’s orders. ‘ You all go because I’m 
staying...’ Like hell you are. 


Carmine glanced over at Alex and tried not to grimace. “You need to go with them.” 


Alex scowled. “Like hell I am.” 


Morgan really wished sometimes Alex would just go when he told him to, they did not have 
time to argue about this now. 


“Who is this guy, Boss?” Bill asked. 


Turning from Alex, Morgan responded, “Sprint. He’s an A-tier from the FA.” 


“Shit. Why’s he here?” Ana asked as she made sure her boots were knotted tight. She only 
had to trip and fall once on a mission before she got in the habit of checking to make sure 
they were secured properly before running. If it hadn’t been for the Boss she'd have been 
toast for sure. 


“Because I may have pissed him off recently.” Carmine muttered. “L? Z? Status?” 


“Here, Boss.” Lauren said. “We were in the middle of grabbing the antenna from the security 
offices. We’re out and on our way down now.” 


“Good.” And to the group he ordered. “Go. Meet you all back at base.” 


There was only a moment of hesitation from his crew, they were unshakably loyal to him and 
for that he was so thankful. His team had saved his life and he theirs on many occasions. 
They were, in a very real sense, like a family. So he knew they didn’t want to leave him, but 
an order was an order... 


Carmine watched as several of them glanced over at Alex. Arms still crossed, jaw set, stoutly 
refusing to budge... And they all nodded to him before starting to turn away. He’d gotten 
their message loud and clear ‘We’re leaving you with him.’ Carmine would have snorted if 
the situation hadn’t been so dire. But he watched as Raul took point and started down the hall 
sticking to the shadows, the others followed behind him, boots silent as they moved. 


Once they were out of sight Morgan reached up and muted his mic and watched Alex do the 
same. “You need to go.” Morgan repeated, voice low but tinged with ice. 


“No.” Alex snapped back matching Morgan’s tone, “I am not going to just /eave you here to 
deal with that fucker on your own.” 


“T can’t- He can t find you here, Alex.” Morgan urged quitely, “It’s gonna destroy my 
reputation and you know that.” 


“ To hell with that.” Alex growled. “ I’m gonna break his legs off backwards at the knees 
and beat him to death with them so it won't be a problem. ” 


“No you’re not.” Morgan snapped still trying to whisper despite his irritation. ““ We don t 
have time for this Alex!” But there was more here than just Strider showing up. This was 


important to Morgan. He blew out a breath and tapped down his anger as held Alex’s gaze, “ 
Look , ’'m not sticking around but I need to get away from him myse/f.” And when Alex 
started to argue, Morgan went on, “ / need to know if I can, Alex. If I can...” And he could 
see Alex processing what he said- what he meant . 


This wasn’t a little ask. Hell, he didn’t even know if he was going to be able to do this or not. 
But... but he had to ¢ry after all that training he'd done, he just had to. He had to know if he 
could do it or not. If he was really good enough to get away from Strider- No. he had to know 
if Carmine was good enough to evade Sprint . He just... he had to know. 


Alex hesitated for another moment before cursing. “Damn it- Damn it , fine .” 


“Thank you.” Carmine said as he started to turn, but Alex caught his forearm. “Alex-” 


“Not so fast. I’m not going to help you, but I’m not leaving either.” He insisted and before 
Morgan could say anything else he shapeshifted. 


The D-tier villain blinked as he found himself holding a black and white ferret, complete with 
a little black mask pattern on its face and very unnerving yellow slitted eyes. Before he could 
finish processing what had happen, the fluffy little noodle twisted around in his grasp and 
scampered up his arm and dove into his hood, hiding behind his head. 


“T- uh, Well, hang on then...” But he really couldn’t spare it another thought. He just didn’t 
have the time. So instead he turned on his heels and dashed down the hallway in the opposite 
direction of his crew. He was heading up not down because he was going to find out if he 
could out run a speedster. 


Carmine slammed out onto the roof but only stopped for a few seconds to reorient himself. 
He'd had an escape route in mind, in fact he had several. He'd practiced each one 4 or 5 times 
over the last week and a half just to make sure he knew what he was doing if he needed to try 
this. The problem was he'd planned for the Hood or St. Bernard to be on his ass, not Sprint. 
Barnaby was no slacker and trying to outrun Kotetsu was a huge pain in the ass when he 


could just smell where Carmine was heading, but he just had to stay ahead of them for the 
most and he could get away. And the Hood barely counted as A-tier, with some nifty trick 
arrows thrown in on top. This was his city but again Carmine just had to keep from getting 
pinned and make it to his hidey-hole far enough ahead of them that they couldn't see how he 
escaped. 


Sprint was a whole different can of worms... One, however, he'd actually made a point to 
study long before now. As a matter of fact, he knew a great deal about how all the Amazings 
operated, one-on-one and in a group. He didn’t have some A-tier power to fall back on so he 
had to be prepared for everything long before it became an issue. And when your whole 
family wants you in jail you always have to stay two steps ahead... He thought as Bill and 
Maggie continued to feed him information. 


St. Bernard and Sprint were apparently arguing, which was a plus. It meant they weren't 
working together so it was really just a 1 v 1 v 1. He just had to keep away from both of 
them. And it meant Sprint hadn't done his homework. 


St. Bernard was one of Carmine's only nemeses to have repeatedly captured him during a 
heist. Sure sometimes he got nabbed, or caught, or beaten up during robberies or burglaries 
by any random hero who happened to be passing by but those weren't heists. Those didn't 
have months of planning behind them or a 7 man crew watching his back. Those were 
supposed to be sloppy and chaotic and low-profile. And they were the only times Sprint ever 
bothered with him. If he happened to be in the area he'd run in and "apprehend" Carmine. 
With extreme prejudice . He'd usually leave those encounters covered in bruises but just shy 
of anything being actually broken. But if Sprint assumed it was gonna be just as easy as the 
last time he arrested Carmine, he was dead wrong. 


He glanced towards the front of the building and thought quickly. If it had just been St. 
Bernard after him, he might have gone over to shout a few taunts at his arch-nemesis, or done 
something else to instigate the chase, but with Sprint he knew it'd just piss him off. Making 
Sprint mad wasn’t actually a bad idea exactly but if Carmine was ever close enough to the A- 
tier hero to throw insults, it wasn’t looking good for him. So instead he turned to the left and 
headed for the roof’s edge and the highrise across the alley. The wailing sirens grew louder 
all around him and he could see flashing lights on some of the buildings in the distance. This 
part was the only part of his escape plans he hadn't been able to practice beforehand. He 
couldn't get on the museum roof without being noticed and it would have jeopardized the 
whole op. So he had to jump the gap, grab onto that little bit of trim with his fingertips, and 
then scoot around the whole side of the building so he could reach that little ledge jutting out 
on the north side near the office building, from there he could get his feet underneath him 
again and leap across. All on the first try. Easy. 


Fuck. 


But he didn't have time to hesitate. You stall, you fall. 


"Boss, Sprint's heading in now." Bill whispered. 


“T-minus 2." Maggie added. 


Carmine tapped his mic back on, "Understood. Now go. Both of you." He had less than a 
minute before Sprint would find the trail of broken glass and destruction he’d left behind as 
he smashed several displays on his way up. He needed them to chase him , not his crew. 


"Yes, Boss. Good luck." Maggie responded. 


Carmine adjusted his hood once more and took a deep breath. It was now or never. His heart 
was making a whooshing sound in his ears and was starting to drown out the sirens. His 
palms felt sweaty inside his gloves and he didn’t doubt his fingers were going to start shaking 
soon. Adrenaline was a hell of a thing but it also wreaked havoc on his fine motor control. 


He needed to start running. 


He had to go. 


He had to. 


He let out the breath he’d been holding and darted forward, boots crunching over the metal 
roof as he tried to pick up speed. When he reached the edge he jumped once to get on top of 
the ledge and used it like a spring board as he leapt into open air. 


He really hated this part. The slow motion fall. The forever and a half it took for the world to 
catch up with him during stunts of extreme stupidity like this one. The ground was far below, 
hard and unforgiving, littered with lots of things he really didn’t want to land on, especially 
not from this high up. The wall still looked much too far away. It was all so wrong and 
terrifying and gave him way too much time to doubt every action he’d taken to lead up to this 
point. 


And then suddenly he was at the wall as time leapt forward again. 


He made contact with the toes of his boots first just like he’d done hundreds of times now. 
Muscle memory took over and his knees bent to absorb the impact as his fingers scrabbled at 
the ledge just above him. His fingers found purchase and held on. Actually with the extra 
texture on the gloves it made hanging on just a little easier. His boots slide down and he let 
himself hang for just a second. 


“ Holy shit...’ He muttered softly. But that was the only moment of stunned amazement he 
could allow himself to have. He got his legs back underneath him and again with just toes 
touching the wall he began the terrifying shimmy along the side of this building hundreds of 
feet up. It was slow, slower than he wanted but he was moving. 


He made it all the way to the corner before he was spotted. Down below Morgan heard an all 
too familiar bark. Risking the glance he looked down to see at the mouth of the alleyway a 
very large very spectral St. Bernard staring up at him. Seconds later his owner rounded the 
comer. Carmine glared down at his foe even though he knew St. Bernard couldn't see his 
expression through the mask or over this distance. So as his friend just gawked at him, he 
lifted one hand off of the wall to flip the hero off before swinging around the corner. 


He knew Barnaby wasn’t actually working with Sprint, he wasn’t a sell out, but still. There 
was no way Sprint would be here unless someone let it slip. Barnaby must have put in a data 
request to the FA regarding something from his note and Sprint had caught wind. God damn 
hero association. He thought as he tried to move faster along the ledge. Back-stabbin- No 
good- Corporate- He continued in his head as his feet at long last made contact with 
something solid and wide enough for him to stand on. 


He steadied himself and before pushing back from the wall to turn himself around. Oh god 
this sucked. “Why heights- why does it always have to be motherfucking heights?” He 
whispered to himself, back pressed against the wall behind him. He needed to leap off this 
ledge and land on the roof of the midrise office building across from him. But that meant 
going fucking down. Down sucked. Down was the god-damned worst. And fucking free fall 
down was stomach churning. But then he heard paws slapping against pavement and foot 
falls close behind. He didn’t have time to keep standing here. 


He sucked in a breath and dove forward. Again he hit that wall of slowed down time all 
jumps included, but it was shorter this time and he didn’t feel nearly so disoriented as he 
braced himself to roll through his momentum. 


Carmine heard a brief shout of alarm as St. Bernard rounded the corner below just in time to 
watch him fall through the air and land with a thud on the neighboring building. Oh hes 
gonna chew me out over this for months . Morgan thought as he sprang to his feet and 
sprinted across the long stretch of roof. His grin was enormous as he hit the fire escape and 
climbed over it, so he could stand on the other side of the railing. This was now all very 
familiar to him and was one of the paths he practiced the most. 


The subway station he wanted was less than two blocks from here and his route was lined 
with construction site after construction site. There were dozens of places to land and jump to 
and hang from here. He shoved off the fire escape and caught onto the scaffolding right next 
to him and swung onto the catwalk. He couldn’t help the mad cackle that escaped him as the 
took off. 


Carmine could hear barking and running from the streets below as he dove through or 
jumped over obstacles along the outside of the building. He darted left and then swung 
himself up onto another roof grinning the whole way as he changed elevation again and St. 
Bernard had to turn around and double back to the alley to keep sight of the fleeing thief. It 
was exactly how Carmine had hoped this chase might go. And as the subway station drew 
near, he’d nearly forgotten about his other pursuer. 


That was until a blur of green and white shot up the side of one of the nearby buildings. " 
Fuck-" Carmine cursed and scrabbled quickly down onto another set of scaffolding. Sprint 
had caught up with them and with Kotetsu’s barking it hadn’t been too hard. He didn’t stop 
though. No monologue, no staring at each other from across the rooftops, he wasn’t playing 
around tonight. 


He shot forward and dove inside one of the buildings under construction. It was full of 
shadows and half finished walls. They hadn’t put any more up since he’d last been here but 
still he had to slow down. It was certainly not out of preference but necessity. He needed to 
stay quiet while he moved and running full speed wasn't going to do that. Sprint would need 
to either come up from the inside or run up and down all the walls and over the scaffolding in 
order to make it inside. Carmine was banking on him coming up from the inside. He was 
hoping the speedster hadn’t seen too much of his free running skills from earlier and would 
assume he was heading down or trying to hide somewhere inside. 


So he tried to slow and quiet his panting breaths as he moved quickly and silently through the 
building. He heard clattering from one of the floors below and grinned as yellow and green 
light flashed through the holes in the floor. Sprint was coming up. /’ve got you know you now, 
you dumb son of a bitch. And with this new knowledge, Carmine abandoned secrecy and 
darted full speed right towards the half finished window across the room from him. 


He heard movement and then a curse from behind him, yellow green light flicked up the 
stairs, but didn’t dare stop. 


*-Carmine! ” Spat the furious hero as he surged forward. 


But the D-tier villain paid him no mind, not even daring to look behind him as he dove for the 
window. 


A white gloved hand blurred forward to catch him-! 


And the glove closed around nothing, just missing the back of his costume by millimeters and 
he sailed through the window and gravity took hold. He went into free fall out over the street. 
No more scaffolding or buildings to grab onto here. 


And it was quite a Jong way down. 


The street and side walk rushed up to meet him but Carmine was ready for it. His hands 
caught hold of the crossbar on the nearby streetlight, it groaned and creaked menacingly but 
held as he used it to swing forward. He grabbed hold of the hanging subway sign and without 


losing momentum he launched himself forward and down, feet first as he leapt down half the 
stairwell in one go. He landed on the railing in a crouch and slid the last 30ft, into the station. 
He dove off of the handrail and rolled before popping back up and continuing his mad dash. 


His footsteps echoed all around him in the mostly empty station. They bounced off the 
concrete and tile walls in a deafening cacophony. It was well lit down here but very dingy. 
And Carmine had memorized the layout of the entire station. He vaulted the turnstiles and at 
the last second managed to side step a very startled woman. She yelped, but he didn't have 
the breath to apologize. He just kept moving and sprung forward as he heard the female voice 
tell the platform that the train would be arriving in 1 minute. But he didn’t care. 


He leapt down onto the tracks only staggering a little before he took off down the tunnel. He 
didn’t have a lot of time but neither did any one else so he hurried along the side wall 
desperate to reach the little hideaway he’d found a few days prior. He hurtled towards the 
chainlink fence and padlocked gate that was tucked away along the tunnel wall. The 
vibrations of the oncoming train were rattling through him. With a jerky tug he yanked the 
chain off, he’d picked the padlock days ago and left it open just for this moment. He dashed 
forward just as he saw the light from the literal oncoming train round the bend. He slammed 
the gate closed and turned left, panting and out of breath. 


What he’d found in a moment of idle curiosity several days ago was a warren of hallways and 
access panels. It was clearly for track and station maintenance but it was in serious disrepair. 
Graffiti covered the walls and nearly all the lights had burned out or had been smashed. And 
most importantly none of the security cameras worked. He'd destroyed the last one two days 
ago and then he'd done a sweep for any other kind of bugs or cameras. With hero’s like the 
Hood who relied on secrecy and being able to monitor an entire city, Carmine figured it was 
better safe than sorry. He hadn’t found any but he had quickly realized how easy it was to get 
turned around down here. 


He picked up a can of spray paint and came back down here yesterday to make subtle little 
marks on the walls to guide his way. Ones that he was now following. They were hidden 
amongst all the other paint, unrecognizable unless you knew what to look for. He’d hoped to 
be able to completely throw off Kotetsu since his scent would be all over the place and had 
figured the Hood didn’t have the pattern recognition chops to find his marks. Barnaby would, 
but it would take him time to realize that’s what he needed to do. He really had worked it all 
out. 


Of course, none of that mattered for Sprint. He could just check the whole place in a matter 
of minutes. But this was still Carmine’s best shot at keeping his actual escape plan a secret. 


He just had to hope Sprint would turn right and not left first. Most right handed people turn 
right first since it’s their dominant side. Please let that hold true here. Carmine thought 
desperately, lungs burning as he rounded yet another corer. Finally he reached his dead end, 
it was a round little room, with no wall panels and no light except the dim halo coming from 
the hall behind him. 


He was puffing hard as he slowed to a stop in the middle of the cramped space. He turned 
towards the wall on his right and held out both hands, one on top of the other, fingers 
interlocked, palms together. He closed his eyes and focused. He tried to slow his breathing as 
best he could and to just reach down deep to where his power was. He didn’t need to focus 
like this to just open up one of his pockets, it was as easy as breathing or thinking most days. 
Even his little trick with the cartridge casing didn’t take all that much out of him... but this, 
this did. 


He held himself as still as he could and imaged what he needed, what he wanted to create. He 
had done this thousands of times before, even under extreme pressure just like now. He could 
do this. 


He snapped his eyes open and yanked his hands apart like he was trying to jerk something in 
half... Or like he was ripping open a hole in spacetime. 


A black void approximately the size of a doorway torn open across from him. It resembled 
one of his pockets in every way except for the size and that it was rectangular in shape not 
circular. What little light that reached it seemed to be pulled in and a gentle breeze began as 
air moved towards this new hole in reality. 


Carmine staggered, gasping as his vision whirled with dark spots. This was exceptionally 
taxing and really was only a last resort kind of thing, but there was a reason Morgan always 
won hide and seek. He blinked a few times, shaking his head as he stumbled forward into the 
wall of blackness and disappeared into its depths. Seconds later the void snapped closed 
without making a sound, leaving the room dark and empty once more. 


A few moments later a green and white blur zipped through the room, stirring up dirt and 
debris as a trail of yellow green light followed behind him. 


And once again the room was quiet. And empty. 


Chapter End Notes 
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Chapter 22 


Chapter Notes 


Sorry this one took my a little longer than normal to write. I was doing a lot of lore 
building and it gets hinky when I'm trying to be Canon adjacent. 


Still I think you guys will enjoy it! This one is a touch spicy again, so you've been 
warned. 


See the end of the chapter for more notes 


Most people never really understood what it actually meant to be alone in The Dark. What 
true unending uninterrupted Darkness was. What true Silence was. 


But Morgan did. 


He leaned back against the wall behind him and gasped for breath. His legs and chest burned. 
His shoulders ached. His side had a hell of a stitch and he was in absolute perfect darkness... 


And he couldn’t have been happier. 


He grinned into the nothingness and the colorful swirls of false light his brain was trying to 
create for him in the absence of all light, and he was ecstatic. He tugged down his mask and 
rubbed an arm over his sweaty face and just relished in his victory. 


Darkness hadn’t always been a victory for him. No, the first time he'd ever gone into his 
pocket it had been harrowing to say the least. He'd had at least one panic attack from what he 
could remember, as he tried desperately to open the doorway up again. He'd been 14 and had 
been in a blind panic as tried to escape from his... tormentor. It had been an accident, tearing 
open a pocket this large. He stumbled inside half ready to collapse from the strain and then 
the hole snapped closed behind him. He'd thought he'd killed himself. Trapped inside a truly 
nothingness void, cramped and silent. 


It wasn't so cramped now and he wasn't even remotely afraid, not even when he couldn't tell 
the difference between having his eyes open or closed, or that his half-ragged breaths were 
the only sound to fill the space. He knew from experience if he held his breath he’d be able to 
hear every lub dub of his own heartbeat. It sometimes could become overwhelming or even 
terrifying if he’d been sitting in the dark for a while because his mind would quickly 
disassociate, changing the sound into something forgien and other in its desperation to hear 
something new. 


The mind does not do well when deprived of its senses, especially not for hours or days at a 
time. It was something Morgan had learned through many hours of boredom as a homeless 
young teen. But he wasn’t a homeless youth these days and he knew a /ot more about how his 
power actually worked than he used to. J just need to catch my breath- 


But his musings were interrupted by something moving along his neck. A warm soft fluffy 
something. 


Oh. Fuck. 


He'd forgotten about Alex. 


Oh fuck- oh fuck- Oh. Fuck. 


“Ah- Oh- Um, just hang on a second.” Morgan scrambled as he reached into his hood for the 
squirming creature. Alex didn’t struggle and he pulled him free from his own hiddy-hole. 
Two yellow slitted eyes were blown wide in the darkness as they stared back at him out of a 
decidedly adorable face. The glow from his eyes was just enough to see the fuzzy creature by, 
but not much else. 


“Uh... hey...”” Morgan muttered trying for calm but he was a little panicked so he didn’t 
know how well he’d hit the mark. “So... uh, please don’t freak out." 


All he got in response was some whisker switches and a yawn. Morgan didn’t actually know 
how many teeth a ferret was supposed to have, but that seemed like too many, especially 
since he had to hold his friend so close to his face to see him. 


“Okay. Uh, cool... Just hold on.” And he kept the little beast in close just to make sure Alex 
wouldn’t try to jump down and turn back yet. Morgan pushed off of the wall and took two 
and half steps forward, turned slightly to his left, took another step then fully turned to his 
left and walked forward. His object sense was moderately okay while he was actually inside 
the pocket, outside the pocket he was much better at finding things. 


He reached out with his free hand and just brushed his fingers over the shelving units as he 
passed, just to make sure he wouldn’t walk into anything. He made it to the section of the left 
wall he wanted and reached forward feeling around for the switch to his battery powered 
generator. He definitely couldn’t have anything that made fumes in here, so as battery 
technology improved so did his pocket’s power capacity. He finally found the switch and 
flicked it on. And soon its hum joined the sound of his and Alex’s breathing. 


A small red light flicked on just above the generator and Morgan clicked on the power bar. 


And the void lit up. 


Morgan blinked a few times as all the strings of led lights came on, filling the space with a 
warm glow. Behind him on the other side of the room, his cheap floor lap blinked on next to 
his sofa chair/pull out bed, and the rest of the room was illuminated too. Morgan turned and 
held Alex out a bit, “Uh, okay... just-” 


Alex didn’t wait for Morgan to finish speaking before jumping down and shifting back. 


“don’t touch the round table...” Morgan trailed off as Alex just walked forward, head turning 
as he looked around. 


It wasn’t a big room- in fact from what Alex could see it was a perfect square- er, cube. It 
was probably about 15ft in every direction, including up, except the room didn’t have walls 
exactly. It was more like the light just abruptly stopped. It was just void in all directions, up, 
down, whatever. Just pure blackness where the light suddenly ended creating the illusion of 
walls. It wasn’t a huge space but Morgan had absolutely made the most of it. 


As Alex walked toward the middle of the room, and that table he apparently wasn’t supposed 
to touch, he glanced at the several rows of floor to ceiling industrial shelves on either side of 
him. Morgan couldn’t seem to anchor them to the walls, so instead he put in crossbeams that 
stretched between each unit across the top and over the narrow walkways to the other units. 
The led light strings ran along these metal crossbars and down over the shelves. It lit up the 
contents of the units perfectly. 


Paintings and antiques. Weapons and artifacts. Jewelers’ drawers and lock boxes. Books, and 
dishware, and necklaces. The shelves were a treasure trove, full to the brim with valuables. 
Stolen valuables. And all of it was neatly organized and labeled from what Alex could tell as 
he walked by them. Then there were two additional units that seemed to have survival gear, 
an assortment of medical supplies, and then food and water. All in clear plastic bins and with 
detailed labels. 


The second half of the room looked like a work space/living quarters. Carpets and rugs were 
tossed over the void there, mismatched and thrifted. A workbench was long one wall and 
what Alex assumed was a gun cabinet. Tools sat out on the bench and more were stored 
underneath. Then there was a desk, with little bits of clutter but mostly it was clear and in 
front was a wheeled office chair that had been left half turned like Morgan had just gotten up 
from it. And next to the desk was a very nice sofa chair with a heated blanket thrown over top 
and what looked like large air tanks chained into a wrack behind it in the corner. Finally near 
where they'd come in from was one more set of shelves holding clothing and toiletries, towels 
and sheets, and just a whole bunch of books. Old well loved paperbacks. 


And as Alex stopped just near the center of the room he took a closer look at that the circular 
table and nearly laughed. It had what looked like sand bags thrown over the legs to keep it 
from moving. And on top of the old scarred and chipped wood were four small desk 
organizer style baskets. Each had clearly been glued to the table. Inside were what Alex 
instantly recognized as the usual contents of Morgan’s “pockets”. His wallet, keys, and 
phone. Several sets of lockpicks, wire cutters, and a flashlight. A handful flash drives, each 
with a unique keychain, an additional set of keys, two burner phones, and deck of cards. The 
last one held several recently stolen British antiques, all small jewelry pieces. And finally 
smack in the center of the table was a loaded handgun with a silencer, a spare clip, and three 
knives. All would be in easy reach for someone who for example might just be reaching a 
little further into their 'pocket' dimension. 


These were Morgan’s pockets. Making this place Morgan’s actual pocket dimension. 


“ .. holy shit.” Alex muttered as he finally turned back around to face his friend. 


Morgan had just watched quietly as Alex took in the room and tried not to fidget. He didn’t 
know what he should say, if he should explain himself or just play it off as no big deal or 
what... And as Alex turned back to look at him half stunned and half amazed, Morgan just 
jerked his arms up a little and muttered, “...tada...?” 


“ Tada?” Alex snorted. But when Morgan just grimaced Alex laughed, “‘ Oh my god! 
Morgan, you’ve been holding out on me!” 


Morgan flinched a little and shrugged, but tried to defend his reasoning. “ Look! This- this 
was all just supposed to be a secret!” 


“Even from me!” Alex demanded but he couldn’t keep from grinning. This was just so 
damned cool. 


“Yes!” Morgan huffed and dragged a gloved hand through his hair. “No one was supposed to 
know that my power was- was not what I said it was! It would ruin my ability to do, like- 
anything . No more handy place to hide things, no more quick escapes, no more surprise 
tricks up my sleeve...” 


“So... So wait.” Alex said as he wandered back towards his friend, “ No one else knows you 
can do this? Not even you crew? Or your family? Nobody? ” 


Morgan sighed and scratched at his chin, “Up until a few minutes ago the only person on the 
planet who knew I could do this was... me. ” 


“Well, shit.” Alex repeated. 


“yeah.” And Morgan just shrugged. 


Alex tucked his hands into is pockets and looked around a bit as Morgan shifted awkwardly 
from foot to foot. “...You’re not, like upset that I know now, are you?” 


“Not... upset, exactly.” Morgan hedged and sighed again. “I just... Never planned on telling 
anyone. It was just... safer. It had been for most of my life. I always had a- a secret way to 
escape. A place where I could hide and nobody could find me.” 


“oh.” Alex said gently as some of his excitement faded. “Um, sorry.” 


Morgan glanced up and shook his head, “Nah, man. It’s cool. I’ll be honest... I’d thought 
about telling you a bunch of times before now. I trust you, I- it was just habit, you know? Tell 
no one, or else... Besides, it's probably uh, better? I guess, for at least one person to know 
what and, er where Here is, in case, ha.” 


“Tn case what?” 


Morgan shrugged again, “I dunno, in case I beef it and someone needs to get all this stuff? Or 
if I get stuck in here or something?” 


“Speaking of... How do you get out of here?” Alex asked as he glanced around and realized 
there was no door or door shaped void anywhere. 


Morgan snickered, “What? Worried you’re gonna get stuck in here?” 


“Ha! No.” Alex snorted. “I’ve just never been in a pocket dimension before... At least I don’t 
think I have. It’d take me some trial and error but I’m sure I can get out. I just don’t think 
you’d like it.” 


“T mean, probably, yeah.” Morgan agreed, smiling. “But how I get out is just by opening up a 
pocket again. It works in reverse if I’m inside here, so the hole goes to the outside. The catch 
is I can only open up holes back to the last place I was. No just opening up a door to my 
apartment or something and instantly going back home.” 


“But you can open up your pockets from anywhere?” 


“Out there, yeah. This place is connected to me, not to like the rest of everything. I can find 
it, but it can’t find other places...” Morgan explained, as he rubbed at the back of his neck. 
“Does that make sense?” 


“Yeah, mostly.” Then after another pause Alex glanced back at Morgan and grinned. “You 
know that this is cool as hell, right?” 


Morgan couldn’t help the smile that spread across his face. “Yeah, yeah it really fucking is.” 


And then he met Alex's gaze and the pair both burst into laughter. Usually it was Alex who’d 
do something buckwild and they’d end up giggling over it, but now Morgan was the one 
doing the surprising thing and it didn’t seem to make a bit of difference. Not as their snickers 
became laughter and their laughter became guffawing and wheezing. 


Alex leaned into Morgan gasping, “- Zada-!” 


Morgan was leaning right back and trying not to slide to the floor, “ Fuck you-! Ha! What the 
hell was a supposed to say!” 


“ Not fucking Tada!” Alex wheezed. 


Morgan half-heartedly shoved at his friend, “Well excuse me then! I’ve never had anyone 
else in here before!” 


“ Clearly-!” 


“Shut up!” This time he did manage to shove clear from his friend, but he was still shaking 
with laughter. He’d imagined how this might go a couple dozen times, but it almost never 
ended in like this, with giggling and joy. And after the panic ebbed that was really all Morgan 
felt, Joy. He’d been able to do this for 12 years, nearly half his life and he’d never once 
gotten to tell anyone about it. Never. He’d never been able to share what he could do or how 
cool it was to have a literal safe house in his pocket. And well, now he could. And it was still 
going to be just as safe, albeit a little less secret. Morgan wouldn’t be surprised if Alex could 
get here on his own now that he knew it existed, especially since he’d unknowingly 
summoned Morgan from his pocket before. But Alex wouldn’t tell another soul and now he 
finally had someone to talk to about it. 


And he fucking out ran Strider. HA! 


“Oh-okay~” Morgan continued to snicker as he wandered over to his personal shelves. “I’m 
gonna change. Feel free to look around or whatever. We’re gonna be here for a while.” 


“How long is a while?” Alex asked still shaking a bit, his face was probably gonna start 
hurting soon from just how hard he was smiling. 


“Like an hour or two.” Morgan answered as he grabbed down some clothes and a hoodie, he 
was gonna need it. This place wasn’t particularly warm and once he calmed down some he 
was going to start shivering. “That’s about how long it’II take before Strider gives up and 
thinks you or some other villain helped me escape.” 


“ Seriously? ” Alex snorted as he wandered over to the paintings to poke around and see if 
there was one he might want to buy off the thief. 


“Yuuup. Strider would probably assume I’d sold my soul to a demon before he’d accept that I 
beat him on my own.” Morgan sighed and set his things down on his desk before tugging off 
his gloves. “He used to accuse me of cheating anytime we played a game where he didn’t 
win. He’s almost as sore of a loser as you are~” He teased, and started to undo the latches on 
the front of his costume so it would loosen up. 


“Hey!” Alex complained, but Morgan only laughed as he undid the strap around his neck to 
free the zipper and start tugging it down. 


Not dignifying Morgan’s laugh with an answer Alex continued to flip through the tags on the 
paintings when we came across several with green little stickers on them. “Hey what do the 
green stickers mean?” He questioned, looking up just in time to watch Morgan shrug out of 
his thick armored costume jacket. 


“Tt means I’ve already got a buyer.” Morgan called back, but Alex wasn’t really listening 
anymore. 


It’s not like this was first time he’d seen Morgan strip or wander around in form fitting 
clothes but... fuck if 6 months of exersice and actaully eatting right didn’t change some 
things. Morgan had always been on the slighter side, he’d focused more on escaping and 
speed rather than trying to stand and fight, and he still was ... but everything was just more 
defined now. Like his shoulders... And Alex had to try not to swallow his tongue as Morgan 
pulled his sleeveless athletic undershirt off. revealing smooth skin, a little damp with sweat, 
from his hips all the way up his back and- He really shouldn’t be staring, a small voice in the 
back of his mind told him. 


To hell with that... Was all he thought as Morgan lifted the undershirt to just wipe at his face 
and neck. Heat and lust were starting to curl and smolder in Alex’s belly as Morgan started 
working on taking his utility belt apart. Each movement just showed off the hard won muscle 
underneath and called attention to the handful of scars and tattoos across his tan freckled 
skin. 


He had more scars than ink but both were relatively few in number. On his shoulder Alex 
could see the complex geometric pattern of thin black lines he’d gotten done several years 
ago. To anyone else it might look pretty but meaningless, but Alex knew it was the stylized 
schematic for the very first invention Morgan ever made. It was a wench thing that let 
Morgan lower himself from the ceiling. He’d told Alex that he’d fallen on his face a Jot 
during the prototyping but he’d been thrilled for weeks when it finally worked. Another tattoo 
was on his upper arm, it was a video game one, a dragon but in the shape of a diamond. He 
had another video game one on his thigh of a sword and shield, but right now Alex couldn’t 
remember what games they were from. He also had a bird on his upper chest, talons out like 
it was diving to grab prey, with a few feathers falling from around it. And then there was his 
first tattoo. 


Alex could still remember a slightly tipsy Morgan hiking his hip up so he could tug his jeans 
down enough to show Alex the words written there. They were fading and had been a touch 


uneven, but that’s what’s to be expected when an unlicensed artist put ink on a 16 year old in 
their basement. It just said in thick block letters, “Your labels do not define me’. It meant a 
lot to him and the more Alex had gotten to know Morgan the more he understood why. 


Alex went through phases of wanting tattoos as well, but they weren’t ever as meaningful as 
when other people got them. With just a thought he could change his skin back or he’d make 
them into something new. Same with piercings, but Alex was a lot less indecisive about them. 
And so was Morgan. He had his ears pierced several times, but most days he just wore plain 
metal studs or cuffs. But on missions, or when he was with his family, he never wore them. 
One fight were his eyebrow ring had been ripped out was enough to justify the rule. 


That particular scar had mostly faded as had the two other cuts he had on his face, but 
Morgan had several others that probably never would. A few stabs or slices here and there, 
what Alex had always assumed was a gunshot wound on his arm and a nasty gash on his side. 
He also now sported several pinker surgery scars from last year’s whole... event. Alex still 
needed to show Willow Tisk, just exactly how much worse he was going to make her life 
than just destroying a few warehouses. Just like I’ve done before... 


The burn that resembled fingers on Morgan’s leg, was still something that made him seethe . 
A hero, without very much control over their powers, had grabbed onto the fleeing D-tier 
villain and had melted through his uniform pants, searing the skin underneath. 


As Morgan slid his pants off and Alex saw the burn again, he could remember just how much 
he relished melting that hero’s face off. The screams, the bubbling flesh, it had been so 
satisfying. But his musings didn’t make his desire fade, in fact the memory of all that 
violence, only made him want more. The heat was starting to become a deep hungry burn , as 
Morgan tugged up his jeans, hips wiggling just a bit. They were alone here, truly. No 
interruptions, no surprises. It really was just them . It would be so easy to just close the 
distance between them, to undo Morgan’s hard work and peel his clothes back off of him. 


Morgan started to tug his shirt down over his head, body turning as we went... 


And Alex never in his life wanted to touch more badly than he did right now. He wanted to 
touch and take and have. He wanted. He wanted to tug Morgan’s shirt back off with one 
hand while the other dragged through that line of dark hair that ran down from his navel to 
below the waistband of his boxers and the jeans sitting a little lower on his hips. He wanted 
to back him up against his desk and just lift him up onto it. He wanted to put his mouth on 


Morgan’s skin and taste just that little bit of salt. He wanted to feel the other villain's warm 
skin under his as he pushed him down against the desk. He wanted. And he always got- 


His shirt sleeve caught on the frame of one of the paintings and it clattered softly just as 
moved forward do something monumentaly stupid. His common sense returned to him like a 
bucket of cold water to the face. 


Alex stilled time for a moment, just so he could breathe. Heat crawled its way up his neck 
and over his cheeks. He turned away from Morgan and dragged hand over his face like he 
might be able to rub the embarrassment off his features. 


“Fuck me.” He swore softly, the words muffled by his hand. What the he// was he thinking?! 
Just because Morgan was excited and animated and riding high on adrenaline after a 
successful heist and one hell of a chase, didn’t mean anything. Alex was thrilled for him, 
happy this had gone so well. And- and it didn’t fucking matter all that success and pride and 
confidence looked so fucking hot on Morgan. It didn’t matter that he just wanted to kiss and 
nip his way along Morgan’s shoulder and neck. Or that watching him strip out of his costume 
was a huge turn on. Not to mention he could feel Morgan’s emotions on top of his own, 
which was just making everything more intense and- 


All of which has absolutely nothing to do with him! Just because hes excited doesn t mean he 
wants to fuck you. He reminded himself as he dragged a hand through his hair. 


Being in love with someone who he wanted to sleep with but couldn’t was proving to be a 
hell of a lot harder on him than he thought. All his joy and love and pride were getting all 
tangled up with his desire and lust. It was so much easier when those two groups of feelings 
were separate. Where they didn’t have to interact and make him... want so much more. 


But it didn’t matter what he wanted, especially not right now. He couldn’t- wouldn t have 
this- take this. For starters, Morgan wasn’t a fucking thing to just be claimed. He 5 your best 
friend, stupid. And secondly consent wasn’t optional. And he didn’t have permission. 
Period. 


Yeah but I’m me . Everyone wants me. His back brain whispered trying to justify his 
stupidity. And even just thinking it made him want to smack himself. 


“Not fucking everyone.” He cursed again and glowered at the floor, taking a few more 
minutes to just pull his mind out of his pants . Finally he just muttered to himself, “ Quit 
making it weird...” and snapped his fingers letting time catch back up with him. 


Morgan tugged his shirt on and grinned over at Alex, but his best friend was scowling. 
“What? Didn’t find something you wanted?” 


Alex almost flinched. “I- yes- no. What?” 


“The paintings?” Morgan said gesturing to them. “Didn’t find something you wanted? Or was 
it green marked?” 


“Uh... yeah, it was.” Alex lied. 


Morgan lifted his brows at this friend, “I mean... I could sell it and then just steal it back if 
you want?” 


“No, no. It’s fine.” Alex muttered, stepping away from the shelf and moving back towards 
the middle of the room. “So, tell me more about this place.” He went on desperate to just 
change the subject. 


“Sure...” Morgan replied still giving Alex a sideways look. Alex was determinedly not 
looking at him, instead glancing all around again. “Well let’s sit and I’ll try to answer as 
much as | can.” 


Alex was laying on his back, the bowl of popcorn he summoned sitting on his stomach. 
“Okay... so this place is usually frigid and doesn’t maintain heat very well, but you can warm 
it up. Time passes in here, so things will, like, rot or age even if you aren't present. But 


there’s no air flow except for when you open up a pocket. And you can’t damage the walls 
but you can stick things to them?” 


Morgan leaned down from the chair, the heated blanket thrown over his lap, and grabbed 
some more popcorn. “Yeah pretty much.” 


“Huh... this place is so... weird.” 


“Yup.” 


“Nah,” Alex said as he sat up holding onto the bowl so it didn’t spill, “I mean it feels... 
familiar in a weird way.” 


“Whaddya mean?” Morgan asked around a mouth full of popcorn. 


“T... don’t know exactly. But the longer I’ve been staring at the ceiling the more I feel like 
I’ve been here before...” Alex replied frowning. 


“What? Did you go dimension hopping before and end up here?” Morgan asked with a snort. 


“T mean yeah, but it wasn’t nearly as fun as it sounds.” He answered but he was still frowning 
at the walls, trying and failing to see anything about them that might give him a clue as to 
what they were made of. But no matter what sort of vision he used they stayed just a black 
and eerie as ever. 


Morgan tried not to choke, “I was joking...” 


“Eh, well you get bored enough to try everything once.” He muttered, before giving up and 
glancing back at his friend. “Mostly other dimension aren’t meant for people so they were 
just hard to comprehend. It’s the parallel universes that are fun.” 


“T- what- No, nope.” Morgan said shaking his head, “I don’t want to know, you’re just gonna 
give me a headache.” 


Alex snorted and tossed a piece of popcorn up and caught it in his mouth. Morgan just rolled 
his eyes, but he was smiling. After a beat Alex finally said, “... You know... Your power is 
easily C-tier on it’s own, right?” 


Morgan shrugged. “Probably, yeah.” 


“And if you add in all the other stuff you’ve done, that’d make you B-tier.” 


Morgan grimaced this time, “I guess...” 


“And if you stopped trying to keep you’re tier low...” 


“T could probably be A-tier. I know... But it wouldn’t last.” Morgan sighed, stuffing the rest 
of the popcorn in his hand into his mouth and sitting up from his lounging position to look at 
Alex. 


“Why not?” 


“Because my power is only C-tier because it’s a secret. And I’ve only accomplished all that I 
have because of that. If any of this became public I’d be fucked.” Morgan muttered, but when 
Alex just gave him a confused look Morgan sighed. “Look, this is a great hideout. Key word 
being hide . If everyone knew I could do this then all they would have to do is wait for me 
wherever I disappeared and eventually I’d come back out, right into their waiting cuffs.” 


“T mean, if they don’t know where you left from then they couldn’t grab you. Besides how 
long would they really be willing to wait-” 


“They'd only have to wait 8 days.” Morgan said interrupting Alex. 


“8? But you have plenty of food and water.” He said, tilting his head just a bit. 


“Yeah I do. But the CO 2 levels would become toxic after roughly 8 days. I did the math 
once. For this volume of air 5 meters cubed, plus the volume of CO 2 a human produces on 
average everyday, you get about 8 days before it would become toxic. There’d still plenty of 
oxygen, but I’d suffocate.” Morgan explained but when Alex just stared at him Morgan 
laughed and leaned back to wrap his knuckles against the tanks behind him. 


“Why do you think I have these? Two of ‘em are empty and I have a CO 2 scrubber at the 
bottom that pulls it out of the air and puts it in these tanks. Whatever it pulls these ones 
release the same amount of oxygen and nitrogen to keep the pressure from changing too 
much. These’ll buy me an extra two days, maybe. But I can’t stay in here forever.” 


“Well... shit.” Alex muttered, frowning as he let his head fall into his hand, resting his chin 
on his palm. 


“Yup.” And Morgan leaned down to get more popcorn. “Trust me, I’ve thought about this a 
lot.” 


“Maybe if you could make the space bigger?” Alex asked, standing up as he spoke. 


“T don’t think I can. It just sort of got bigger on it’s own but that was years ago, it hasn’t 
changed since...” Morgan replied as he watched Alex wander over to what Morgan had 
dubbed the 'entrance way' and put both hands on the Not Wall. “What are you doing?” 


“Well maybe you can just push the walls out...” Alex said as he started trying to push on the 
strange cold material. It was oddly there and not at the same time. 


“T don’t think that’s gonna work...” Morgan muttered uncomfortably. He was starting to have 
a bad feeling about this... 


“You won’t know- if you don’t try-” Alex grunted as he started to really dig his feet in and try 
to push. Nothing happened at first, the wall was an immovable object... But Alex was an 
irresistible force. 


As each second of straining passed Alex just pushed harder, and harder, and harder. He began 
to grin, it'd been a good long while since he’d ever gotten to use this much of his strength all 
at once. Morgan wasn't talking but Alex didn't care, not when he felt the wall start to give, 
just a little. His fingers and then hands began to push into the strange dark material. It was 
like pushing his hand into thick glue. And it shot staticy tingles all up his arms, very familiar 
ones. 


He would have kept pushing, triumph clouding his thoughts, until he heard a strangled sound 
coming from Morgan. 


He glanced over at his friend and immediately leapt back from the wall, pulling his hands 
free. Morgan was arched back, body locked in ridge unmoving agony. The second Alex 
stopped pushing he collapsed back into the chair gasping. 


“Oh- oh my god! Morgan- I- Are you okay?” Alex asked returning to his friend’s side in a 
few quick steps as panic and fear squeezed at his heart. Only now could he feel Morgan’s 
pain. He had been so focused on the wall he’d stopped paying attention to Morgan. 


Morgan coughed and wheezed several times as he suddenly found himself able to breath 
again. “ Oh- ow- fuck-” Morgan wheezed trying to sit up more and Alex helped him. The 
second Alex had started to really push against the boundaries of this place every part of him 
had been in shot through with excruciating agony. His muscles, his bones, fuck even his 
organs had all sent pain signals to his brain. A// at once . He’d thought he was going to black 
out, but he didn't. He'd been trapped, awake and paralyzed, while his whole body told him he 
was being ripped apart from the inside out while simultaneously being squeezed to death. 
Thank god it only lasted a few seconds... 


“Let’s- Let’s not do that again...” He muttered and swiped at the sweat on his face, only for 
his hands to come back bloody. ““Wah...?” He rubbed some more only to find more blood. 
His heart was already pounding but this wasn’t help calm him down. 


Alex flicked his fingers and created a handkerchief out of nothing and passed it to Morgan. 
Guilt rolled in his guts like something alive and thrashing. “Your- your eyes are bleeding... I 
think it’s stopping...” 


“Ah...” And he took the handkerchief and swiped at his cheeks. “G-good safety tip... don’t 
do that.” He stammered. 


“Yeah... God Morgan I am so sorry- I-” Alex said in a rush, wholly unsure as to what to do 
next- or how to help undo the pain he'd unintentionally inflicted. 


Morgan coughed again and finished cleaning up his face. “Y-you’re good. I didn’t know that 
was gonna happen and, uh neither did you so... It happens.” And he shrugged, fingers 
shaking a little as he handed back the cloth. 


Alex took it but Morgan still looked pretty shaken up, and he missed a smudge of blood. “I- 
still. /’m sorry...” Alex half whispered as he leaned down. With just fingertips he caught 
Morgan’s chin and gently tilted his face up so he could wipe of that last last smear of blood. 
“T didn’t mean to hurt you...” 


Alex still had his fingers on Morgan’s chin, holding his face up. The touch was so delicate 
and light, it was obvious Alex was making the extra effort to not hurt him again. Their faces 
were almost as close as they had been back at the museum a few days ago. Morgan had 
thought a lot about that moment over the last several days, more than he probably should 
have. But they weren’t in the middle of a heist now and Alex’s eyes just looked so 
concerned- so worried- so genuine... “J... ! know.” Morgan whispered back, his belly doing 
little flips. 


They just stayed there for several long moments, neither saying anything or breaking eye 
contact... 


And then Alex let him go and stepped back. 


The disappointment that flooded Morgan’s chest was- was ridiculous and foolish. It also 
made him feel like an absolute idiot . Of course he wasn t going to kiss you, stupid. But 


knowing that didn’t negate the fact that he’d definitely gotten his own hopes up. 


Alex sat back on the floor with a sigh, disappearing the handkerchief the same way he’d 
summoned it, and he picked up the popcorn bowl again. He could feel Morgan’s 
disappointment and wanted to squirm. / really should have known better than to try a stunt 
like that... Damn it. 


Morgan cleared his throat a little before asking, “Well did you learn anything?” 


Alex looked up and smiled halfheartedly. “Sorta...” But when Morgan just reached for his 
water and made a ‘go on’ gesture, he did. “... I think I know where your pocket is.” 


He’d been just about to take a sip before he lowered the bottle to blink owlishly at his friend. 
“I’m sorry, you what now?” 


“T think I know where we are.” Alex repeated his smile growing into a smirk. 


“Which is where?” Morgan demanded. 


“The Eternity Area~” 


Morgan just stared at Alex. Alex just grinned smugly back and ate more popcorn. 


After the third crunch Morgan couldn’t take it." Oh for fuck's sake- Spill!" Morgan finally 
growled. 


Not needing any more prompting than that, Alex set the bowl down and said, "Okay, so the 
inside of the walls feel a lot like how it feels to be in the Eternity Area. It's static-y all over, 
absolutely frigid, utterly void of light and sound, and it's a perfect vacuum. It sucks, but that 
also sounds really similar to your pocket dimension." Alex smirked. "I think the Eternity 
Area is the outside part." 


“The... the outside part?” Morgan repeated a little baffled. 


“Yeah like, so the Eternity Area isn’t like a separate dimension or its own plane or whatever 
or I’d just be able to teleport out, but I can’t. So it’s gotta be something else.” 


“Like a pocket dimension...” 


“Or something else that exists in between dimensions. I’ve always figured the Eternity Area 
was the outside part of observable reality and they’d just figured out a way to stick me out 
there.” Alex said with a shrug before eating more popcorn. “Now that I sorta know how your 
pocket works, I think they are just chucking me into the, like outside space for your pocket, 
or any of the in between bits for other dimensions. Still technically not a part of observable 
reality, but it’s a lot closer than the outer edges of our reality than I thought it was. I guess I 
should have known, it is the Fairness Association, they always take the easy way out.” Alex 
sighed, rolling his eyes. "But, really I'm just guessing at this point." 


““..what... the fuck...”” Morgan muttered. 


“What? I get bored while I’m trying to break out. Sometimes I look around and try to use 
other powers while I’m in there just to see what happens.” He shrugged. 


“So... how do you get out of the Eternity Area then?” Morgan asked. Alex had never really 
explained it to him before, and he was starting to understand why. 


“Oh, I’ve got this power that lets me... tear open holes... back to our dimension...” Alex 
trailed off as realization set in and he just looked up at Morgan. 


Morgan blinked down at Alex’s expression of growing shock. “What? What is it?” 


“Hey... uh, real quick... I need you to do something for me.” 


“What?” Morgan asked, but Alex was already standing. 


“Come here for a second.” Alex said as he moved back over to the wall again. Morgan got up 
and followed hesitantly. 


“What is it Alex?” He asked suspiciously as he tucked his hands into his hoodie pocket. 


“T need you to push on this wall.” 
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“Oh no. Absolutely not. We just had a very good example as to why we should not do that. 


Alex winced but pressed on. “ Oh come on . You don’t have super strength. The worst that’s 
gonna happen is nothing.” 


Morgan sighed loudly and rubbed at his face. “ Why? Why would you say that out loud?” 


“Please Morgan- I- I need to see it’ll work.” Alex insisted. 
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“Do it and I'll tell you.” 


Morgan rolled his eyes but Alex just gestured to the wall. With another heavy sigh Morgan 
put both hands on the wall and pushed. Nothing happened. 


Alex frowned. “Are you thinking about moving it?” 


Morgan shot him a dirty look. “Why would I be thinking about moving it? It’s a wall. Walls 
don’t mo- Hrk!” And just as he started to say move, the wall shifted back about 10cm. 
Morgan stumbled and jerked back, his ears popping as the pressure in the room suddenly 
changed a little. 


“What... in the hell...”” He whispered, eyes wide with shock. He glanced from his hands to 
the wall and then to Alex. The S-tier villain looked exceptionally pleased with himself. 
“How did you know I could do that?” 


Alex grinned down at Morgan. “It’s your power.” 


“What?” 


“Your power. That’s how I’ve been getting out of the Eternity Area. My theory isn’t a theory 
any more. The Eternity Area really is the in between matter that exists outside of this place.” 
Alex declared proudly. 


Morgan just rubbed at his face. “What does that even mean???” He asked in exasperation, 
still reeling from the whole wall just moving thing. He'd felt it. Felt the instant change in his 
mental map of the room, but that was all. No dizziness, no blacking out. It just happened. 
What the fuck... 


“Look, so the short version is picture the observable universe as like a sandwich-” 


“4 sandwich?” Morgan interrupted. 


“Shut up and let me explain. The universe is a sandwich. And that sandwich is made up of a 
bunch of differently layers, right? Bread, cheese, meat, pickles-” 
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“lettuce, tomatoes, whatever. So each layer is a dimension. And you need all those 
dimensions in order for the universe to exist. But there’s space in between those layers. Air 
gaps where the layers aren’t touching. That’s the in between space. Your pocket dimension is 
in one of those gaps. It’s like a little bubble that just floats in between the layers. But there is 
still all that air around the bubble. That air is the Eternity Area. Your bubble is in between the 
same layers as the reality as the Eternity Area.” 


“Oh... kay? That almost makes sense...” Morgan muttered. “So... what're parallel universes 
then?” 


“Other sandwiches.” 


Morgan just pressed a hand against his eyes. “Right...” And he sighed before looking back 
up at Alex. “So what does any of this have to do with my power then?" 


"Well... it means the FA hasn't been sending me outside of all reality. Just in between the 
layers, the lazy fuckers." Alex huffed. But Morgan just raised his brows. "I thought I'd been 
breaking back into our universe completely, not just clipping through the layers..." 


"Which matters why?" 


"Well... I mean, it's less impressive." He shrugged. 


Morgan wanted to beat his head against the not wall, but he was afraid he might move it 
again. " Jesus christ..." 


"What! I thought I was doing something cooler than I was!" Alex complained. 


Morgan just pinched the bridge of his nose, "Sometimes I just don’t understand you and I 
strongly believe I never will." 


Alex shrugged, not really seeing what the big deal was. "But me being right aside, you wanna 
see how big you can make your pocket?" And he grinned down at his friend. 


In response Morgan glared up at Alex, "No. No I don't." 


Alex frowned down at the D-tier villain. "But-" 


"No, Alex. I've already thrown off the center of the room and I'm gonna need to re-center the 
table again." Morgan grumbled, wandered over to said circular table and sighed. 


Alex followed after him, "Why?" 


"Because it needs to be in the exact center or I can't get to my 'pockets' as easily." Morgan 
replied, and started to move the sand bags. 


"But... but can't you just grab stuff from anywhere in here?" Alex asked. He was pretty sure 
that was something he could do with Morgan's power. He never bothered with it much other 
than to get out of the Eternity Area, but he did know how it worked in theory. 


Morgan rolled his eyes, "Yeah, if I want to black out every time I use my power." At least 
that's how it'd been when I was a kid... But Morgan put that can of worms waiting to happen, 
to the side and he scooted the table a few inches towards himself. It wasn’t perfect, he knew 
that, but it'd at least get him close for the short term until he could center it properly. 


Morgan could see Alex's frown out of the corner of his eye and made a point not to grimace. 
He really didn't want to talk about this. About his limits or trying to push them- or really 
anything to do with training and his power , so he quickly asked, "How do you know all of 
this anyways? Did you just give yourself my power at some point?” 


Now Alex's frown became more sheepish and he rubbed at the back of his neck. “I mean... 
sort of.” 


Morgan narrowed his eyes and stood up from moving the bags back. “That doesn’t sound 
good...” 


“Well, it’s not bad ... It’s just uh... complicated.” Alex hedged. 


“You just explained the observable universe as a sandwich... I think you can manage. So 
spill. How did you know I could do that, Alex?” And Morgan gestured to the wall. “And 
what do you mean you didn’t give yourself my power?” 


“Do you promise not to panic this time?” Alex asked instead of answering. 


“It depends, Alex. What the he// are you talking about?” 


He winced again, “This might have more to do with how my power actually works... Like 
the one I was born with... I mean, it's only fair, since I know about this place." 


Morgan swore he could feel his eye start twitching. “What do you mean , Alex? Your power 
is just to have whatever power you want, right?” He demanded very much not liking how 
this conversation was going. 


“T- | mean it is now... basically.” 


“Basically!?” Morgan repeated back, voice edging towards a snarl. “You told me that’s what 
your power was!” 


“No, I said that that was just the easiest way to explain what my power was... But it’s not 
like the whole truth.” And he dragged a hand through his hair. 


Morgan could still remember the weeks it took him to get over Alex telling him he could 
basically just have any power he wanted whenever he wanted it. This still wasn’t going to go 
well, but instead of feeling existential panic, he just felt annoyed. “What- what do you mean 
it’s not the whole truth ?” 


He shrugged, “Look uh... My actual power is... more like I’m a living catalog of any power 
I encounter.” And he glance up at Morgan just to see how his friend was taking it. 


“ What? ” 


“So yeah. Like if anyone with in a 100ft- well it was within a 100ft when I was a kid now its 
like within a mile- Regardless, if anyone with a power comes near me I just... Have it. But it 
doesn't go away or anything. Ever. Once I have it, I have it for good. And it’s not just like 
normal powers, either. I can copy people’s knack for magic or uh, any of their mutations.” 


“Seriously? You just- just instantly have an anyone’s powers?” 


“Pretty much... My DNA is all fucked to hell, because the second I get near someone with a 
mutant power I have it too. Even it their power is latent. If they could have it, then I do have 
it. Forever.” And Alex shrugged again, “It was actually kind of a nightmare growing up 
because I didn’t know how to turn it off. So anytime I encounter big groups of people who 
had powers I just instantly had them all, all at once. It would make me so nauseous as like my 
entire molecular structure kept trying to rearrange itself to add in the new powers.” 


“So... what? Did you just meet someone with the power to do whatever they wanted?” 
Morgan questioned. “Wouldn’t there be another S-tier running around then?” 


“Not exactly-” 


“T swear to god Alex!” 
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“What! This is the first time I’ve every had to explain this to someone besides my parents 


Scowling Morgan took a deep breath as annoyance and anxiety mixed in his chest. “... ta- 
fucking-da...”” He grumbled on his exhale. 


"Touche." Alex snorted. 


Morgan smiled a little but he sighed and scrubbed a hand over his face. “Okay... so what did 
happen then?” 


Alex shifted his weight from foot to foot and crossed his arms. “Well... the short version is in 
high school I got near someone whose power was to be able to touch someone and know all 
about their powers and the basics of how to use them. They didn’t get the power or anything, 
they just knew how to use it. And as it turned out... I had a /ot of powers. A lot I didn’t even 
know about, one I must have just been picking up without noticing. And of the ones I did 
know about I couldn’t use them very well. But that all changed the second I got this power... 
It was like... like I was S-tier before, but then suddenly I Anew I was S-tier too.” 


‘omit.’ 


“Yeahhh, it’d been... kind of a mind fuck, all that knowledge all at once. But it also meant I 
could now use multiple powers at once to counteract and disadvantages another one might 
have. And I could use multiple powers together to do new things. I figured out how to mutate 
my own DNA to give myself new abilities or I could use magic however I wanted. And they 
stacked...” 


“What?” 


“The powers. They stacked. Like if they are the same kind of power then I can just use all of 
them all at once if I wanted to. So if it’s a fire power then I can use just one fire power, like 
from someone I just killed or... I can use every fire power I’ve every encountered all at the 
same time.” 


“ Holy shit.” 


“Yeah... So I mean, I basically can have any power I want whenever I want with no limits.” 
And he shrugged. “But that’s the reason why it’s so easy for me to pretend that I only have 
the powers of the person I just killed. Right before I kill them I can just check to see if I have 
their powers already or not and if I don’t then I just copy it. And thus the more people I 
encounter the more powers I get and the stronger I become...” 


“And... you copied my power?” 


“Yup.” 


“And that’s why you can escape the Eternity Area?” 


“Well, I mean part of it is because I’m me and I don’t instantly die when I’m thrust in 
between the layers of reality but essentially yes.” 


Morgan snorted, and then he started to laugh. “Oh- oh my god! I wish I could tell my family 
this. The look on their faces when they find out my- my useless power, is the reason why you 
keep escaping- HA! It’d be priceless!” 


Alex snorted too but his expression softened. “You’re power’s not useless. I mean just look at 
this place.” 


“Oh, I know that. But it’s just not flashy or showy or ‘good for crime fighting’.” Morgan 
replied. “It isn’t Amazing .” And he rolled his eyes. 


Alex frowned, he knew Morgan had some harsh feelings towards his family regarding his 
power but he didn’t know what exactly had happened there. But before he could ask about it 
Morgan spoke. 


“Wait! Wait! Is this what your parents meant about Bingo? Because if your range really is 
like a mile, you must pick up all kinds of extra powers you don’t intend?” 


Alex snorted, “Pfft, yes, dude. What did you think they meant?” 


“T- I just thought that meant like you devouring people’s knowledge or whatever, and picking 
up weird skills. I didn’t think they meant like you actually getting new random powers.” 


Alex just laughed and shook his head, “No, the meant actual powers. And yes, I do pick up 
weird ones all the time. Like perfect pitch or being able to always know what time it is in 
whatever timezone I’m in.” 


“Seriously? Those are powers?” 


“For some people, yes. The world if full of weird ones like that. They just aren’t useful or 
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skills people see as ‘powers’. 


“Huh, weird...” Then after a beat Morgan said, “ God I still have so many more 
questions...” 


Alex snorted, “Yeah that tracks. Come on we can go sit again.” 


Morgan followed after him but didn’t wait until they were seated to start asking, “So all of 
my questions from before, about how your powers worked, is what you told me still true?” 


“Yup.” Alex said sitting back on the floor. This time Morgan joined him, but he tugged the 
heating blanket down out of the chair and threw it over both of them. Alex scooped the bowl 
of popcorn back up. 


“So you can just give other people more powers?” 


“Uh-huh. I have a power that lets me give people powers temporarily and one that makes 
temporary changes to reality permanent. So yeah I really can just give you or anyone else any 
power I have... Including mine, if I wanted to.” 


“And if somebody tried to like steal your powers? Or turn them off?” 


“They could, but I could just get them back whenever I wanted.” Alex shrugged. “At this 
point my existent has basically altered reality in such a way that what I can do has become a 
permanent fixture in the multiverse. Every version of me can always have powers even if 
they don’t exist in that reality. That me just wouldn’t know they could. Or... actually, maybe 
there is another version of me that started all of this, like they’re the anchor point and were all 
different because of that me... It’s hard to say.” And he popped another piece of popcorn into 
his mouth 


“T- just... how? How...?” Morgan mumbled and grabbed a handful of popcorn. 


Alex just shrugged again, “Look, I told you it was easier to just say I can give myself 
whatever power I want. When I was 12 that wasn’t as true but now, it pretty much is.” 


Morgan just shook his head and snorted, but he fell silent. 


"What? No more questions?" Alex asked, lifting a brow. 


"Hmm? Oh I'm sure I'll think of more... I was just wondering... how are our lives like this?” 


“Like what?” He asked tilting his head a little. 


“T mean my power is the reason why you can escape the Eternity Area. And then somehow 
we became friend and now we’re basically partners.” 


Alex felt his heart skip a beat and he sat up, nearly choking on his popcorn. “I- we’re what?” 


“Yeah, like partners in crime.” Morgan said on a laugh, “How did we end up here? Four years 
ago... I don't know what I thought I was going to be doing, but it wasn’t this." And he 
gestured between them and the pocket round them. 


Disappointment crashed down over Alex but he tried not to let it show, “Oh, ah. Right... I 
dunno, man. Serendipity or whatever...” Or maybe it was fate. After all, soulmates are 
supposed to find each other... right? "Are you disappointed?" 


“What? No.” Morgan chuckled, “I can’t picture myself anywhere else... or with anyone else. 
I'm so glad you're my best friend, dude.” 


"Then why question it?" Alex smiled back at Morgan and grabbed another piece of popcorn. 
"And same ." He hummed. Because he was glad- he was so fucking glad Morgan was his 
best friend. And he really didn't want that to change... 


...mostly. 


Chapter End Notes 
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Chapter Notes 


Hey all! Thank you all so much for your kind words and comments. But I've got the next 
chapter as promised and I'm happy to be writing again. 


I hope you enjoy~ 


Several portions of the chapter contain direction quotes from Lighthouse Raiders 
tiktoks, but since I didn't quote the whole skit I didn't put them in brackets this time. 


See the end of the chapter for more notes 


Stakeouts... sucked. 


Especially when he was by himself. It was so difficult to stay awake while doing absolutely 
nothing in the hopes to see something that might be useful. Normally Morgan would bring 
one of his henchmen (or Alex) with him but this wasn’t for a heist or burglary. This was a 
vendetta thing so he couldn't justify dragging one of his people away from their lives to sit in 
a car with him all day and night. As for Alex... Well, Morgan had been quasi avoiding him 
since the Emerald City job to reduce his friend’s temptation to harass him about figuring out 
how far he could push his power. It wouldn't last forever but he was holding out for the slight 
chance the S-tier villain would just forget or lose interest. 


It was a foolish hope. 


Morgan stifled another yawn and adjusted in his seat as he checked his tablet again. The 
camera drone still hadn’t been noticed from where it'd scuttled up to, hiding under one of the 
actual exterior security cameras for the office. This one was facing toward the back door and 
just so happened to be the one everyone looked at to gain entrance to the building. It meant 
Morgan could just take screenshots of full straight on faces to run through the FBI's, the FA's, 
and maybe even Interpol's, databases. Law enforcement was just so good at cataloging stuff 
so why bother making his own when he could just access them through one of their many 
many security flaws. Or well, Maggie and Dasia could. Morgan was moderately okay at 
hacking. He could code just fine, but that involved a lot of cursing and fixing his own 
mistakes rather than not getting caught as an unauthorized user in a high security database. 
So instead he was just doing the leg work part and watching what should have been a run of 
the mill accounting firm on a Thursday night, something well within his skill set. 


He’d scoped out the building last month before he had to change gears and give his upcoming 
heist his full attention. But one look at the external security system on this place told him he 
found what he'd been looking for. It really was an accounting firm, Morgan had double 
checked. But it was the clientele that made this place so special. And there was one client in 
particular that felt 5 armed 'security guards' were needed for round the clock protection along 
with 13 external cameras, two of which Morgan was pretty sure were placed in illegal 
positions watching the neighboring buildings. 


Only one Ms. Willow Tisk, aka Queenclasp, was this paranoid. Okay not just her, but she was 
very particular when it came to protecting her money. 


Everyone who ran a business needed an accountant. And if you were trying to hide your trail 
of illicit dealings for a multimillion dollar enterprise then you needed a very good one. Or to 
have a whole team of them on the inside of the operation who did all the hiding up front, like 
Alex or Roofer. Tisk wasn’t quite on their level, she was certainly a player, but anyone with 
real money or power wouldn’t have cared about a few trifling warehouses. The disrespect 
couldn’t be ignored obviously, but she should have taken that out on the heroes who jumped 
Alex, not the S-tier villain. However, since the heroes were apparently in her pocket, 
somehow , that wouldn’t have solved anything. Besides, Queenclasp hated Alex. She’d hated 
him ever since he’d first shown up and turned the whole damned world upside down. She’d 
never say it to his face of couse, she wasn’t stupid, but attacking one of his aquaintances or 
minions in petty defiance? Oh, yeah. That was just exactly something she’d do. 


The issue was she hadn’t slapped at one of his people, she’d slapped at Morgan . She, like the 
half of the world with a functioning brain, had put together that Carmine and the Devourer 
were friendly. To what extent varied wildly depending on who was talking and where, but 
people had noticed. And some had tried to nab Carmine or Morgan before to get him to flip 
on Alex. But none of them had wanted to Ail/ him just to get back at Alex before. None of 
them had tortured him for hours before either. Sure some made threats or whatever, but 
usually Alex had heard through the grapevine that someone was trying to fuck around and 
those kidnappings had all wrapped up quickly as people found out . 


But not this time, no they jumped Carmine in the middle of one of his heists. They’d been 
following him specifically, and had gone under the radar no less. It had never once been 
flagged by Alex’s people that Morgan had had a target on his back, because Queenclasp had 
heroes on her payroll, or vigilantes as the case may be. Alex and Morgan both kept tabs on 
the Fairness Association just to make sure they didn’t try use Morgan as leverage, beyond the 
usual questioning Morgan went through everytime he got caught. 


And Tisk must have known that too... So she used Un-Associated heroes. Anyone not strong 
enough to be invited into the Association, could opt in to paying dues and become recognized 
heroes, if not official members. But for those who didn’t, they got labeled as Un-Associated, 
or vigilantes by literally everyone else. And the Guardians had been Un-Associated for years. 
They handled small time shit... which did include Morgan from time to time, but more 
recently their busts had been bigger and bigger. A few serious drug rings, a human trafficking 
operation, some really press worth stuff. And then they attacked Alex for some unknown 
reason. They just jumped him out of the blue and Alex squashed them without hesitation or 
much resistance. He’d killed Capacity Guy and put Gem in a coma. Tauntfiend and Steelhand 
had been beaten down but had survived by sheer dumb luck, as far as Morgan could tell. 


He’d been pouring over their records for weeks now trying to figure out when they crossed 
the line from vigilantes to villains. Because if they were working with Queenclasp, they were 
villains now, no question there. But he kept coming up empty, he couldn’t find any tangible 
link between the vigilante group and one of the most notorious crime bosses in Capital City. 
But they were involved in this. Tauntfiend had been the one to brake his hand and Morgan 
still woke up in cold sweats sometimes remembering just the way it had felt when Steelhand 
had broken his ribs and punctured his lung... That attack had been a clear well-thought out 
plan. Their questions had been pointless ones, a guise Morgan had assumed to try to make 
him think he was going to be okay if he talked. But he wasn’t stupid and he sure as fuck 
wasn t going to talk. Ever . He’d known from the second Queenclasp had walked out into the 
light that he was a deadman and his death was going to be thrown in Alex’s face... It was an 
escalation. One Morgan and Alex really couldn’t ignore, but... this wouldn’t affect Alex the 
same way it was going to affect him. 


Alex murdering all of them wouldn’t be out of the norm if someone had directly pissed him 
off, but butchering them all because they made a half-assed attempt to kill some nobody D- 
tier? That was more noticable, especially once word had gotten around as to what had 
happened. Before when Alex killed people while he rescued Morgan it look like that was just 
how Alex operated, not like special treatment. But the Devourer taking enough interest to 
scheme and plot over several months? That was and it meant it was personal too. Anyone 
with eyes would realize that Alex cared a /ot more about this nobody thief than they 
previously thought. Meaning threats against Morgan would only get worse. 


So Morgan had to handle this first. He had to get his own revenge and that just couldn’t 
happen right away. He’d needed time to plan, heal, and distance his kidnapping from the 
events that were soon going to unfold, / hope... He had come up with a way to make sure the 
right people would see that he wasn’t some helpless mark, while still keeping up appearances 
with the rest of the world that he was just some nobody D-tier villain who got lucky every 
once in awhile. After he left his mark- got his pound of flesh, it should be absolutely clear to 
anyone who was paying attention that he wasn’t a weakness to be exploited. Then Alex 


could murder and maim whomever he wanted without painting a bigger target on Morgan’s 
back. 


And if this all works then they'll see that I’m a... an empire killer- That I am capable of being 
a Kingslayer, I just prefer to play thief... 


“ Tf being the key word...” He sighed to himself, but a small smirk spread across his face as 
he saved another picture. Because... well, he knew what he was capable of, it was just the 
rest of the world that was in the dark. 


But his expression rapidly changed to one of fright as he was suddenly no longer alone in the 
car. 


“Gah!” Morgan leapt, but he didn’t get far as he whacked his knee on the steering wheel, 
while the recently materialized Alex just settled back into the passenger seat. “ Son ofa 
bitch-!” Morgan cursed softly so he didn’t draw anymore attention to himself while he glared 
over at Alex, “ How many times have I-” 


Alex held up a disposable coffee cup in front of the furious D-tier villain’s face, effectively 
interrupting him. “-told me not to do that? Probably a lot. But I brought you coffee~ With 
extra shots and it has that chocolate creamer you like.” Alex bribed, wiggling the cup for 
emphasis. 


Morgan’s snarl became more of a grumble and snatched the cup. He sipped and sighed. It 
was warm and smooth and sweet and fucking perfect. Now clutching the cup in both hands 
he shot Alex an annoyed look, “... I shouldn’t just let you bribe me with coffee every time 
you scare the shit out of me.” 


“T can take it back.” He suggested and smirked when Morgan clutched the cup closer to 
himself and literally hissed. 


“You'll have to pry this out of my cold dead hands .” 


“Then quit your bitching.” Alex hummed cheerfully. 


As Morgan’s heart rate started to come back down, he glowered some more and rubbed at his 
bruised knee, but he did cease his bitching. After this third sip he asked, “Why are you 
here?” 


Alex shrugged. “Bored.” 


Morgan snorted, “Well I’m not gonna be able to help with that.” And he gestured to the car, 
“Stakeout.” 


“T know. I brought a book.” Alex said and he gesture with the thick paper back in his other 
hand, fingers actually still holding the page as though he’d just been reading it. “I just figured 
I could come keep you company.” 


“oh.” And now Morgan actually took in Alex’s appearance. He was in lazy clothes, a loose 
v-neck tee and comfortable pants... and Morgan was starting to feel just a touch guilty for 
snapping at this friend, who had shown up just to hang out with him. “... thanks.”” Morgan 
hummed quietly as a little warm feeling settled in his belly. Just because of the warm 
coffee... Right. 


Alex snorted and pushed the seat back so he could have more leg room. “You’re welcome.” 
Then he opened up his book and went back to reading, now sitting with his best friend in a 
car instead of alone on his couch. 


And Morgan continued his surveillance while Alex read, neither saying a word. Twenty 
minutes passed like that. Simply them enjoying each other’s company while they did their 
own thing. And it helped. It made sitting in that car trying to stay wake and alert just a little 
easier with Alex next to him, moving or sighing, turning a page or shifting in his seat. It was 
just the little things that made the stakeout feel less like a chore and more like a causal 
afternoon. 


It was a habit, a comforting one, to let all of the little noises and movements Alex made just 
become soothing background noise. And it was that comfortability with Alex that kept 


Morgan from noticing the fact that at some point Alex had stopped reading. But eventually he 
did, realizing that he hadn’t heard Alex turn a page in a while, so Morgan glanced at the clock 
and waited. 


After about 5 minutes of unturned pages Morgan smirked a little and asked without looking 
over, “What is it?” 


“T- Huh?” Alex asked blinking himself out of his thoughts. 


“What’s up? You haven’t turned the page in over 5 minutes, but you’re still shifting around so 
you’re not falling asleep. Either you’re daydreaming or you’re trying to figure out how to ask 
me something. If it’s the latter, then just ask.” 


“Who says I wasn’t daydreaming?” Alex questioned, frowning a little at being so thoroughly 
called out. He had been trying to figure out how to ask Morgan something, damn it. He’d 
been trying for over a week... 


“Were you daydreaming?” 


“..no.” Alex grumbled and scowled a little when he heard Morgan snort and reach for his 
coffee. 


“So just ask.” Morgan chuckled before sipping. 


Alex continued to frown but he did close his book. Eventually he caved and asked, “... Why 
don’t you want to see what all your power can do?” 


Morgan was actually kind of impressed with Alex. He made it a whole week before he asked 
about Morgan's power again. He smirked over at his friend but he felt more tired than 
anything. “Do you want the long answer or the short answer?” 


That wasn’t the reaction Alex had been expecting exactly, so he turned to face Morgan more. 
“What’s the short answer?” 


“T don’t want to.” 


Thats more like it. “Okay then what’s the long answer?” Alex replied rolling his eyes, wholly 
unsurprised by Morgan’s next words. 


“T really don’t want to.” Morgan snorted, and he took what little glee he could from annoying 
his friend. It wasn’t much and it didn’t last, but it was better than nothing. When Alex just 
continued to give him a sideways look, one Morgan knew meant he wasn’t going to drop this, 
he just blew out a breath. “... Look, man... this- this is just something I don’t want to deal 
with right now. There are... a lot of ‘what if's that come along with all of this, especially if 
what you've said about my power is true and... And I just don’t want to have to face those 
right now.” 


“But I'd be able to help. It really wouldn’t take that long and I can just teach you how-” Alex 
tried to argue but Morgan made a noise of descent interrupting him. 


“Uh-uh. No. That is exactly what I don’t want, Alex.” Morgan said, gesturing with his cup. “I 
made it very clear last year that I didn’t want any help or training or whatever that had to do 
with my power, and I meant that. None. Zero. Nothing.” 


Alex opened his mouth to argue but he narrowed his eyes and closed it. After several long 
seconds of thinking he muttered, “Again.” 


“What?” 


“You don’t want any help or training with your power, again .” Alex replied, watching his 
friend’s face for any kind of reaction. What he saw was Morgan's expression immediately 
shut down. And for just a brief second he felt fear, Morgan's fear. It was quick, nearly 
instinctual . Something about powers' training made Morgan afraid. And then it too was gone, 
whisked away from his empathic connection. “... You’d said before that you and your siblings 
had had tutors for your powers growing up...” 


Morgan looked down at his tablet when he saw movement on the cam, but kept his eyes 
down when he replied, “Yeah. We did.” And he felt his stomach churn unhappily. 


“We? ...Or you? ” Alex asked, crossing his arms as an icy realization washed through him. 
He had spent the better half of the last week trying to come up with a reason as to why 
Morgan didn’t want to learn about his power. It was his freaking superpower?! That’s like 
the most exciting thing to ever have and no one else has one exactly like it... except me. But 
still! Morgan was one of the most insatiably curious people he’d ever met and yet this- this 
was a thing that only Morgan could do, he wanted no part of. It just didn’t make any sense. 


Until, of course, when he put it in context with the rest of Morgan’s shitty upbringing. He 
needed a tutor. Not his siblings, not all of the kids. No, just Morgan. Because his power 
wasn t good enough- Pll kill them- Pll fucking gut them. But when Morgan still didn’t say 
anything, Alex clenched and then flexed his jaw, nodding. “... Right.” 


“yeah.” 


Alex wanted to promise violence, wanted to promise vengeance against his parents and his 
tutor- against anyone who dared make him feel like his power wasn’t good enough , but that 
wasn’t going to help Morgan. At least not right now, so he let out a slow breath and glanced 
over to see Morgan watching him. His expression was still unreadable, but he as clearly 
waiting to see how Alex was going to react. “... Do you want to talk about it?” 


“Ha- no. No I don’t.” Morgan said on a laugh and shook his head. There was so fucking 
much to that particular story. So much heartache and disappointment and neglect. He’d 
choked up way too many times when he’d told Dr. H about it that first time and she’d 
basically been a stranger at the time. With Alex... god, he could feel the self-doubt, that 
worthlessness riggle in the pit of his stomach. It was stupid, he knew that. Alex wasn’t going 
to judge him for what happened, he’d made that very clear. He would absolutely still be 
furious about it, but it wouldn’t be directed at Morgan. And maybe... soon, he might share 
that whole mess with his friend. Just so he’d... know . So his friend would know, well the rest 
of it- the rest of me. But in a car while on a stakeout really wasn’t the best time for this 
conversation. 


Alex just nodded. He’d poked and dug up all these unpleasant memories and the discomfort 
that came with them, but Morgan wasn’t ready to tell him about it so that was going to have 
to be that for the time being... Morgan didn’t have to know he was planning on being more 
than a little rough with the Amazings the next time he fought them. But for now he needed to 
try and help soothe some of the aches he'd opened up again. After another beat of silent 
contemplation, Alex just held out his hand to Morgan. 


Morgan looked over at the movement but his brows drew down in confusion as he glanced 
from Alex’s hand to his face, clearly not understanding. 


“Give me your hand.” 


Still confused, but willing, Morgan placed his hand in Alex’s palm up. Alex snorted and 
shifted his hand to the top so he could lace his fingers with Morgan’s. Then he just lowered 
their joint hands to rest on the center console. 


Morgan blinked in surprise at this but didn’t pull away. “I... what?” 


Alex just shrugged and picked his book back up again, flipping back to the right page with 
one hand. “What? It’d be kind of hard to hug you with the console in the way so I| figured 
this’d be easier.” 


A swirl of emotions welled up in Morgan’s chest, all mixing with his heartache, and they 
threatened to spill over as tears. Because- because Alex was right, this was easier. It was 
easier to just hold Morgan’s hand than try to manage an awkward hug. Because this was so 
easy for Alex to do, just holding hands... like snapping his fingers. But it meant the fucking 
world to Morgan. 


Just the fact that Alex listened- remembered . That he cared enough to remember. That he 
cared enough to want to help at all. Morgan was upset, but not ready to talk about it, so Alex 
didn’t push, but he also didn’t leave. He just... offered Morgan a hand to hold. It shouldn’t 
have- have surprised him as much as it did, but... but Alex had meant what he’d said. He 
meant it about the staying and the helping and the wanting to. Morgan had- he knew Alex 
had meant it but... Actions vs words... And, god, he just made it all seem so easy- so 
effortless to just be there, to just help in little ways. Like me and my problems aren't a fucking 
inconvenience... 


A wave of shock and disbelief hit Alex as Morgan continued to just stare at him, both were 
emotions he could clearly see on his friend's face. Along with the water threatening to spill 
over in his eyes. But it wasn’t just surprise, it was also hope- it was relief. It was trust and 
gratitude and- and a whole tangle of other things. But it was the trust that meant the most to 
Alex. He didn’t think he could ever explain just how much it meant to him, Morgan’s trust... 
but he’d rip the world in half if that’s what he needed to do to keep it. 


Morgan didn’t know what to say or how to say it so he just sat there in stunned choked up 
silence for a few moments as he tried to get a fucking grip. And then Alex just squeezed his 
hand a little, his thumb brushing over the back of Morgan’s, so he glanced up. 


“Tt’s okay. I'll keep watch, take a minute.” Was all Alex said as he took the tablet from 
Morgan’s lap and just glanced up at the building they were surveling. 


“fuck.” And Morgan lifted his free hand to his face and just leaned back against his seat, 
face up, and just tried to breathe. And he didn’t dare let go of Alex’s hand. He just took slow 
deep breaths and did what Dr. H had told him to do in moments like this. He fe/t his 
emotions. He felt them in his body. He felt how his chest was tight and how his throat burned 
and how his stomach was heavy and how he was a little nauseous. He kept breathing deeply 
and just processed how he felt in this moment, not how he thought he felt. Not the narrative 
telling him how he was ‘upset’ and ‘hurting’. He felt the actual part of himself that were 
hurting... 


And fuck if it didn’t actually help calm him down. Therapy, who knew. 


When he didn’t feel like he was going to burst into tears any more- when his eyes no longer 
stung and his throat didn’t feel tight, he glanced back down at Alex. He was just watching the 
building, calm as ever, maybe a little bored. But he never once tried to pull his hand back... 
And if he wasn’t going to, Morgan sure as hell wasn’t going to either. “...thanks- thank you. 
Seriously...” 


Alex glanced back and just shrugged again, passing the tablet back. “Sure.” He chuckled, 
amber cat’s eyes crinkling just a bit as he smiled. “Duh.” 


God this just isn t fair... How am I not supposed to fall in love with you? Morgan cleared his 
throat and just shook his head, but he was smiling. 


And Alex went back to reading. Morgan adjusted the tablet in his lap and went back to 
surveilling as they both relaxed back into the easy quiet once more. Well, an easy quiet inside 
the car at least. Because Morgan was still thinking. Which almost always gets me into 
trouble... But Alex wasn’t the only one with some hard questions to ask about something 
he’d accidentally discovered. 


And if you can t starting unpacking your trauma on a stakeout then really when can you? He 
thought derisively, as he tried to come up with a good way to brooch the subject. All the 
while, Alex was absentmindedly brushing his thumb over the back of Morgan’s hand... that 
was very proving to be very distracting, but in the ‘I would like to curl up and take a nap with 
you’ kind of way. 


““.. So I had a thought...” 


“That sounds dangerous.” Alex snickered as he flipped a page not looking over at his friend. 


“Shut up.” Morgan laughed and wiggled their joined hands a little for emphasis. “Look... 
Since, uh, we already sort of opened the door for the ‘lets talk about the fucked up shit that 
might have happened in your childhood’ stuff... there’s something else I should probably tell 
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you. 


Alex lowered his book and gave Morgan an vaguely bemused look. “... You really know how 
to easy your way into problems there, don’t you?” 


Morgan just shrugged. “Now seemed like a good as time as any.” 


Snorting Alex just closed his book again. “Well, you have my attention.” 


“Uh... so...” And Morgan dragged his free hand through his hair. This was already starting 
out great . “I was going through your bookshelves the other day and I happened upon... your 
high school yearbook.” And he grimaced as he glanced over at Alex. 


Alex opened his mouth. And then he closed it again. There were a whole bunch of emotions 
and memories that accompanied that particular statement. And basically none of them Alex 
wanted to talk about. “...oh... fuck.” 


“Yeahhhhh.” Morgan muttered awkwardly still watching Alex’s frozen expression, waiting to 
see what he said. 


“You know... like everyone 1s a hero in high school. It’s really just a phase. People go 
through it. I grew out of it.” Alex glossed over quickly, as he tried to avoid the actual topic at 
hand, and he glanced over at Morgan to see if he bought it. 


Morgan lifted both brows and opened his mouth. Then he closed it and pursed his lips as he 
took in Alex’s obvious half-panicked expression. “... oh-kay, if that’s the part you want to 
focus on, then...” And he blew out a breath. “I think it said you got the key to the city, do you 
still have it? Is it buried somewhere in you horde?” Morgan asked tone just a little teasing. 


Alex visible relaxed as Morgan ran with his diversion, but scowled when Morgan mentions 
his trophy vault. “It not a horde- And!” He went on interrupting Morgan before he could start 
on his little rant about how a ‘pile of treasure in a vault is the definition of a horde’. “Of 
course not. ” 


Morgan shot Alex a sideways glance before saying, “It’s in your dad’s scrapbook, isn’t it?” 


Alex made another face and just stared at Morgan for several long moments. His friend’s grin 
only grew the longer he stayed quiet and glared. “‘-Like he’s proud of me! What can I say!” 
He finally blurted out and Morgan just laughed. 


“ Called it!” Wheezed the D-tier villain. “ God- I should have known you did time as a hero. 
You were way too good at it while you were engaged~” 


Still scowling at Morgan he went on, “Oh-kay, smartass! Now that you know what I was 
doing in high school. What were you doing in high school? There’s no way you weren ¢ also 
doing hero shit.” 


And Morgan’s laughter petered out. 


Alex tried not to wince. Okay, that probably wasn’t something he should have asked, or at 
least not like that, but it was too late now the question was out there. 


Morgan sat up a little and sighed, before just rubbing at his face. “ ...fuck... Boy, I'd forgotten 
I hadn’t told you about this yet. Uh... well, you’re right... I was.” 


“Look, Morgan, you don’t have to-” 


“Nah, nah.” Morgan said waving him down, with his free hand. He still hadn’t let of go of 
Alex’s with his other. “Fair is fair. Besides it’s... whatever.” But he sighed again before 
saying, “My parents were... training me to be Strider’s sidekick.” 


Alex blinked. He- He couldn’t have heard that right. “...what?” 


“Yeah... when I got my power’s they took one look at them and said sidekick material . And 
that was that. My life plan decided... but I still had to keep up with the rest of them you 
know. All A-tier heroes and all that so... training.” And Morgan bit out the last word like it 
left a foul taste in his mouth. 


“But- but being a sidekick his the most degrading and dangerous job a superpowered person 
can have!” Alex spluttered, incomprehension and rage coloring his words. “Not to mention 
you’re you!” 


“Yeah well... you know my parents so...”” Morgan ground out and shook his head. 


“T knew they were self-centered assholes, I didn’t know they were this stupid. ” Alex ranted, 
“Like who could look at you, the most fiercely independent and stubborn person to ever 
exist. And think ‘yes this person would be content being a sidekick!’” 


Morgan had to fight back a grin as Alex growled. It was nice to hear Alex semi-complement 
him while in the middle of being furious with his parents. That probably shouldn’t give him 
the warm fuzzies, but it did. “I mean, I wasn’t. That’s why I’m a villain.” 


“Wait... the reason you’re a villain is because you didn’t want to be a sidekick?” Alex asked, 
rant partially derailed. 


“T mean it had more to do with wanting respect and power and the reputation to make sure I 
don’t have to follow anyone else’s rules ever again... but yeah essentially.” Morgan snorted. 
“That and I like doing crime. It’s fun.” 


Alex snorted too but he ended up just rubbing a hand over his face. “ Jesus christ... A fucking 
sidekick? Seriously?!” 


“Yup.” 


“To Strider? ? ” 


“Yup. Trust me I couldn’t wrap my head around it either and I was 14 at the time.” 


“How- How the fuck- How did they not see that exploding on them?” Alex demanded still 
incredulous. 


“Because they weren’t /ooking at me. They didn’t see me. They never really have.” Morgan 
sighed. “That’s why I wanted to give them another chance with this whole truce night thing... 
I said before, it was to let them meet the adult me, and I meant that but more it was give them 


the chance to try and meet me at all. Me, the living breathing person who isn’t and never was 
the boy that they thought lived with them... And they just don’t seem to get it.” 


“Because they apparently don’t have the sense god gave a stump!” Alex snarled as he 
gestured vehemently with his free hand. 


“‘Careful~” Morgan snickered, ““Your Arkansas is showing.” 
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Alex just growled low in his throat before huffing and flopping back into his seat. He glanced 
up just in time to see two people talking outside the accounting firm. They both glanced over 
and looked right at them. And Alex definitely hadn’t been very quiet or sneaky just a second 
ago. “Oh shit...”” He muttered and slunk down in his seat. “I think they spotted us.” 


Morgan who hadn’t been pay much attention to the building or his cam feed glanced out the 
window. “Nhg- Good they’re coming closer.” Fuck- fuck- fuck. This was too important for 
him to screw up by getting caught on a stakeout. “Okay, I’m gonna need you to forgive me.” 
Morgan muttered, as panic leapt into his throat. This usually worked but also A/ex- But also 
no alternatives- Oh god- 


“Forgive you for wha-” Alex started to ask, glancing away from the two obvious goons to 
look at Morgan. He was already twisting in his seat and leaning toward Alex. Both of his 
hands reached out and caught hold of the front of Alex’s shirt interrupting him as he was 
once again manhandled by the D-tier villain. Except he wasn’t pushing Alex away, no he was 
pulling him forward and- 


Morgan kissed Alex. 


But there were no church bells. No fireworks. No fanfare. It was just lips against lips, no 
heat- no passion. It was a distraction, a cover story. 


And Alex couldn’t think- couldn’t move. 


He wanted to react- To do something ! To kiss Morgan back. He- he- he wanted to tangle his 
fingers in Morgan’s hair and kiss him like it was the last thing he was ever going to do. He 
wanted it to last, to savor it for as long as the both could before they'd have to come up for air 
and then he wanted to kiss him again- 


But he did none of that. 


And then Morgan was pulling back and the opportunity was over. The chance gone. 


And... he’d just sat there. 


“Okay, they’re gone.” Morgan said a little breathless. “Woo!” He laughed. His heart was like 
a jack hammer in his chest and he didn’t dare look over at Alex or he might implode. 


It took Alex several more moments before he could speak. “...woo, indeed.” Was all he 
managed. 


“Ha- yeah. Sorry about that.” Morgan laughed as he watched his mirrors to make sure the 
two guards really were leaving. “But you know how PDA makes people uncomfortable so 
they look away and try not to pay attention.” Morgan babbled and hoped desperately Alex 
couldn’t tell. 


Alex wiped at this mouth a little like he thought his lips should be tingling or something. 
“right, yeah.” 


When they rounded the corner Morgan clicked the recall button on his tablet for the drone 
and turned the car over. “Well that was a little too close for comfort so I think it’s probably 
time for me to call it on this one.” 


“Makes sense...” 


Morgan opened the sunroof and then buckled his seatbelt before he pulled out onto the street. 
They made it down to the light before the beetle like drone flew into the car and landed on 
the back seat. “Good job.” He praised the little robot, more out of habit than because it could 
hear him or anything and he closed the sunroof again. 


As they waited for the red light to turn green Morgan risked a glance at Alex. He was looking 
out the window and seemed very lost in thought. “You- uh, you good?” 


Alex blinked and looked over at Morgan, he could only hold his gaze for a few seconds as 
regret was making its home inside his heart. “Yeah... I... Um, actually just one thing real 
quick?” 


“What?” Morgan asked as the light turned green. He didn’t go. 


Half a dozen things came to his mind. Most involved asking if he could kiss Morgan again, if 
he could get a do over... But Morgan didn’t seem upset- no regret on his end. He was 
agitated and that was about it. That kiss hadn t meant a damn thing to Morgan. It was just a 
distraction to him... So Alex just asked, “How many of your henchman have you kissed?” 


And Morgan laughed before he looked forward and realized the light was green. He took his 
foot off the break and said, “Oh, several.” And he tried not to sound to relieved. He had been 
so terrified Alex was going to question him about the kiss- was going to be upset- or tell him 
he’d crossed a line or something. But he seemed- well, not fine, but okay with it at least. 


“Yeah, ha. That’s, uh, what I’d figured.” Alex chuckled a little even if he didn’t feel it as 
Morgan drove back to his apartment. 


Duffle bag in hand, Carmine shot out of the bank cackling like a madman and rounded the 
comer to dart down the alleyway as quickly as he could. That had been a fucking disaster . 


It was great! 


Quickly he slung the strap over his body while he ran so he could shift the bag around to his 
back and free up both hands while sirens wailed all around him. He had just been planning on 
ripping of the external ATMs tonight but some dumb shmuck hadn’t locked up when they 
went home and seriously he couldn’t not try. They literally left the bank doors unlocked! If 
that wasn’t a sign then he didn’t know what was. But ripping off a bank, even just some little, 
really went better with a crew- hell it went better with at least just one more person as backup 
but Carmine had been on a roll this month... sorta. 


As he shot forward and out onto the street behind the bank, he paid the traffic no mind 
running across the street as people slammed on their breaks, honking and swearing. He darted 
down another alley and saw a dumpster and a fire escape that certainly wasn’t up to code. He 
grinned and leapt up onto the dumpster and made the short leap to the bottom rungs above 
him and start climbing. 


He’d felt like a crime spree. Well, he wanted to make it look like that anyways. Between his 
family drama and whole chase in Emerald City, he’d needed to letting things simmer down 
before he tried anything with Queenclasp. And the fastest way to cool things off was to start a 
grease fire. 


He nearly fell on his third turn up the fire escape as the rusted side rail pulled away from the 
wall. “-bad landlords.” He scolded breathlessly and made a mental note to report them for 
breaking fire safety code. But that was a problem for another time as he saw emergency lights 
and police sirens come screaming up the road he just ran across. 


He’d missed the secondary alarm. That’s why he liked to scope out places before hand, in 
case the owners got smart and set up back ups. But for a crime spree, especially a petty crime 
spree, to hell with proper procedure. His goal was reckless chaos that would likely end up 
with him getting arrested. 


That was the plan after all. 


He, the thief who missed a silent alarm, ripped off a Walmart, and got caught by some 
teenage crime fighters, couldn’t possibly be up to something. He was a bumbling fool at best 
, not some master thief. Yeah, right. All those rumors of him out running a speedster from the 


Fairness Association couldn't actually be true- or if they were then he must have just gotten 
extremely lucky. 


Morgan smirked as he rolled onto the roof just as a few cops spotted him. “Up there! On that 
roof!” Carmine heard from below as paused to catch his breath letting the cops start to make 
their way inside before he scrambled over to the next roof. 


This whole month of nonsense was just a big smoke screen. It was perception management, it 
was maintaining his image in the eyes of the media. You won t notice the real fire if you think 
the smoke is all coming from the small one in front of you. He thought with a grin as he stood 
up and headed towards the neighboring roof. 


His grin vanished the second he saw the green and white blur out of the corner of his eye, not 
that anyone could tell through his half mask. He didn’t have time to do anything else besides 
relax into the punch that was to come. For fucks sake- 


White reinforced friction resistant kevlar hit him square in the jaw and all Morgan saw was 
stars for half a second as he went tumbling to the gravel roof. He managed to roll and 
scramble to his feet, only to be caught by the front of his jacket and hoist the rest of the way 
up and onto his tiptoes. 


He glared into the goggled covered eyes of none other than Sprint. Because of fucking course 
hes here! ...This was going to seriously hurt. But he struggled anyways, fingers pulling at 
Strider’s trying to get free. “Oh not you again!” Carmine snarled, making sure to set the tone 
of this little interaction. Despite their disgust and overall hatred towards each other neither 
one wanted it public knowledge that the were related. 


“Not so acrobatic this time, are you?” Spat the A-tier hero. Carmine was about to retort when 
a fist blurred with superspeed and collided with his ribs. He wheezed and gasped... but that 
should have hurt more. Morgan wasn’t upset that it didn’t but- but Strider didn’t pull punches 
especially not when he was so mad he was literally vibrating. So what the hell- But he didn’t 
get to finish that thought as he was flung to the ground and he felt something expectionaly 
uncomfortable and tingling and painful pass through his chest. 


“-Ga-K!” Carmine spluttered as he bounced and rolled along the rooftop. He popped up to his 
feet and rubbed at his chest where the strange vibrating sensation had been, only to feel no 


duffle bag strap. His glanced up and saw Sprint smirking and holding his bag by the strap. 
“Did- did you just fucking phase that through me?!” 


“I’m told it’s very uncomfortable.” Strider sneered in smug satisfaction before tossing the bag 
to the ground behind him. “I obviously can’t let you take this.” 


“ Aw did they teach you that in your /il’ club~? ‘Remember don’t like the bad guys get away 
with the bag with the dollar signs on it.’” Morgan mocked as he brought his hands up and 
braced himself for a fight. He wasn’t actually going to try and fight Strider, and he sure he 
hell wasn’t going to be able to out run him. He’d already lost, plain and simple. It sucked, 
but... realistically this was for the best. It’d let Strider stroke his fragile ego and let him go 
back to feeling his usual sense of self-entitled superiority... Meaning he’ll get off my ass for 
a while. The goal of this whole crime spree month was to go back to being a nobody again. 
This would help resolve that and cool down some of the family tension. All he really had to 
worry about now was just trying to avoid being beaten up too much before he was shoved 
into the back of a police cruiser. “I bet they used a lot of pictures too-” He went on before 
Strider blurred again. 


Gut punch. Morgan predicted and used his arms to push the blow off to one side so he could 
roll into the strike. True to form Strider tried to drill him right in his stomach again. And god 
Morgan was really glad he hadn’t eaten anything for dinner, or he’d have lost it. Maybe I 
should have... Then I could have puked on him . Morgan thought as he slid on the gravel and 
Strider staggered with the follow through from his punch glancing off. But like always 
Strider steadied himself faster than Morgan ever could and he wasn’t so lucky with the 
second blow. Another quick jab to the mouth and then a lightning fast kick to the the knee 
had Morgan hitting the ground hard , gravel biting into the exposed upper half of his face. 


Kick to the ribs . Morgan guess again, still disoriented from the last punch and knowing there 
wasn’t much he could do about it. And the kick came. It hurt like hell but... again, just like 
the shot to his knee it... it should have really hurt more. The punches to the face felt like 
good ol Strider but the body blows were... off. He didn’t have a lot of time to consider why 
as he wheezed and rolled with the kick ending up face down. 


A knee slammed into the small of his back and his arms were wretched back. He struggled 
but not hard, trying not to do more damage to his shoulders than he already had since 
becoming a villain. Mostly he just dreaded the next part. 


The first cuff clicked around his wrist with a loud hiss and then the power suppressor 
hummed to life. And Morgan suddenly felt incredible nauseous and disoriented and weirdly 
hollow. He did best to just breathe through it. Power suppressor tech effected everyone 
differently. Alex said it felt like a little tickle on his skin. Peony had told him once it felt like 
someone turned all the volume in the world down to like 2 and everyone looked like the were 
underwater. For Morgan it felt like suddenly he’d had several organs removed and all the rest 
of his guts had been moved around. It fucking sucked . But the strangeness would fade in a 
few minutes and he’d be able to think through it. 


Strider being the heartless fucker he was, didn’t wait for Carmine- or really any villain to 
adjust to the cuffs. He yanked his younger brother to his feet, wrenching his arms further 
backwards and dragging Morgan’s face across the gravel a bit. “ Get up, criminal.” 


“V-villain.” Morgan argued as the world span in front of him and he staggered. Strider was 
still holding onto his wrists and kept him from falling but only by twisting his shoulders back 
painfully. Morgan hissed but went on. “-criminals do bad shit because they have to- Villains 
do it because we Jike it.” 


“T don’t give a shit .” Strider spat, before yanking Morgan back and muttered in a hateful 
undertone. “ No big bad Devourer coming to save you this time, huh?” 


Matching his sneer with one of his own Morgan replied in a tone just as malicious, “ Be 
happy he has better things to do than deal with you.” And Morgan watched with glee as 
Sprint went a little pale around the lips, his smirk turning into a thin grimace. Then the world 
blurred and Morgan was slammed against the side of a police cruiser, it rocked the car a little 
and thoroughly winded him. Strider had carried Morgan and the bag down the side of the 
building and deposited both into the waiting arms of the police. 


“Here you are officer!” Sprint said in a remarkably chipper tone. “One thief and his ill gotten 
gains.” 


Morgan had to fight the urge to make a gagging sound as he sucked back in a breath. It was 
basically Strider’s customer service voice, not that he's ever had to work customer service a 
day in his life. And it sounded so fucking fake. 


“Oh- oh wow, thank you Sprint!” One of the officer’s said. 


“T didn’t even know you were in Capitol City.” Said another one, sounding just as impressed. 


“Oh I was just in the neighborhood and thought I’d help out our boys an’ girls in blue.” He 
laughed and sent the female officer a wink. 


Baaaaarf. Morgan thought and rolled his eyes. He wanted to beat his head against the roof of 
the car he was still shoved up against. 


“But if you’ve got it from here then, /’ve gotta dash~ ” Sprint went on half saluting the 
officers as the threw in his dumb catch phrase. 


Let me die. But Morgan let out a sigh of relief when as Strider blurred away finally taking the 
pressure off of his wrists, arms, and shoulders. 


“Thanks-!” The officer said but her words were lost on the literal wind that Sprint’s departure 
kicked up. “... Wow. A real life FA member. My mom’s never gonna believe this.” 


“T know. I wish I managed to snap a picture for my kids.” The other officer said as he 
grabbed hold of Morgan’s arm and jerked him back from the car about as gently as Strider 
had. “Come on...” But he hesitated for a second trying to recall this villain’s name. “-you 
villain.” He finished lamely. 


“ Carmine.” Morgan said rolling his eyes. “It’s Carmine .” But he let himself be shoved into 
the back of the cruiser. It smelled like piss and alcohol, but Morgan just closed his eyes as he 
settled back against the plastic seat. He tried let his world settle again and focus pass the 
aches and pains. Getting out of a cop car was a lot harder without his powers, but still 
perfectly doable. He just had to bide his time... 


It took about 30 minutes before the two officers got back into their vehicle and pulled back 
out into traffic. Thank god... His hands were starting to go numb. They chatted amongst each 
other, and called in their approach to the station with a ‘10-95 Victor Delta’. A D-tier villain 
in custody... But not for much longer. 


He waited until they crossed over the tracks and made it to the East End. It was sketchy as all 
hell and the perfect place for a police station. And the perfect place to vanish into. Morgan 
had spent a lot of his teen years in the alleys and abandoned buildings here. He knew this part 
of town better than his own apartment some days. 


“.. Il write this up if you go get him booked?” The driver offered to his partner. 


“Aw, man I hate taking them into booking... Can’t I do the write up?” 


“You wanna be the one to tell the Lt., Sprint showed up and ‘did our job for us’?” The driver 
said trying to mimic their Lt’s voice. 


Not a fan of heroes? Same... Though I don t like cops much either. Morgan thought as he 
made a point to listen in while appearing disinterested. 


“No.” She huffed out on a sigh. “Fine Ill take him into booking.” And now she glanced back 
at the villain in the mirror. The plexiglass divider was of Cayne Tech make, from what 
Morgan could see, and was basically unbreakable. It was meant to keep the officers safe if 
someone with a power got a little too rowdy or if it wasn’t on file that a perp had a power and 
they suddenly started acting out. But it was sorta hard to talk through and this unit’s intercom 
sucked so she just raised her voice. “Hey, pal! You hear that? I’m gonna be taking you to 
booking so don’t try anything.” 


“ Me? Try something? Why I'd never ...” Carmine said voice just dripping in sarcasm but he 
flopped back in his seat and looked away, sulking. He heard her snort and made sure to keep 
his smile off his face as they slowed to a stop at the next light. Now was his chance. He 
cleared his throat a little. And braced himself for the very painfully thing he was about to do. 
Then he stared coughing. Once, twice- Then he dislocated his thumb and coughed several 
more times to hide the noise of dicolocating cartilage. 


“Hey! What’s going on back there?” Demanded the driver. 


“N-nothing.” Morgan wheezed, eyes actually watering from the pain not the coughing fit. “- 
Just choking on my own spit...” 


Both officers looked a little suspicious but when the villain just coughed several more times 
before he settled back again and cleared his throat, they relaxed. Morgan waited another 
block before slipping his hand out of one of the cuffs, the suppressor was still on but now he 
could get to one of the many hidden pockets on his costume. He wore his utility belt on 
heists, but for petty shit everything was all just hidden in various pockets. It was harder to get 
to his tools but it also meant that cops couldn’t take all his shit the second he got caught. With 
two fingers he slid the little glass balls, no bigger than marbles, out of their padded slots and 
palmed them, again waiting for another red light. 


It took several more blocks but god bless Capital City traffic it never failed to slow everyone 
down. The two officers had gone right back to just chatting and Carmine took his chance. As 
quickly as he could he lunged forward and slammed one of the small ball against the plexi 
glass. It shattered with strange sounding pop and Carmine jerked his hand back as the pink 
slime splattered across the window. And just like he’d designed, it rapidly grew, spreading all 
over the window and only the window, obscuring the officers’ view. And it filled the cabin 
with the nice sweet smell of fresh bubblegum. Was the color and the scent necessary? No, of 
course not, but where’s the fun in boring gray goo that can only be removed with a special 
solvent when it could be bubblegum pink goo, instead? 


Carmine could hear them cursing and calling in a request for backup but the car shuttered as 
it was thrown into park and the sirens popped on to alert the surrounding drivers. Carmine 
slapped his palms against the other two side windows and then the rear window for good 
measure, completely blocking all lines of sight to the inside of the back compartment. He laid 
back tugging zip ties out of his shoulder pocket and zipped the rear passenger door shut so 
when the cops both tried to open the doors only one of them would be able to get it in. 


He shifted in his seat wedging one foot underneath the front driver seat as leverage and then 
he put his other boot on the rear driver side door and waited. 


He could hear the officers outside of the car. They’d have their weapons drawn by now he 
knew. He was only gonna get one shot at this... 


They were shouting orders. Carmine wasn’t listening, his complete attention was on the rear 
driver side door. He could see shadowy movements outside but he made sure to lay perfectly 
still. He was damn near holding his breath as he strained to listen for half click of the officer 
starting to open the door. His heart was hammering, distantly he knew his face hurt and his 
fucking thumb was on fire but the adrenaline was keeping it all dull and numb. He took a 
slow breath and closed his eyes. And then he just Jistened . 


Muffled voices... 


Sirens... 


Yelling... 


Horns... 


*Cli-* 


Carmine’s eyes popped open and he kicked the door with all his might. It slammed open as 
the one behind him jerked the whole car but didn’t open. He’d hit the cop with the door, 
slapping his gun hand away from pointing at the back seat. With a speed Carmine knew he 
could never manage in cold blood he launched himself out the open door, using his other foot 
as the leverage he needed to hurl himself forward. 


His shoulder collide with the officer and they hit the ground hard. But now was not the time 
for struggling and cursing. With silent efficiency Carmine let his momentum carry him 
forward into a roll while effectively kneeing the poor bastard underneath him right in the 
groin. With a windless gasp the man made halfhearted attempts to catch the fleeing villain as 
he popped back on his feet. But Carmine was already sprinting across the busy street. He 
heard the other officer yelling at him but all he could do was hope she wouldn’t be stupid 
enough to open fire into civilians. She wasn’t and Carmine sprinted down a side street, his 
foot falls nearly silent as he ran on the balls of his feet. Years of practice taught him how to 
muffle foot steps on concrete. He didn’t cackle this time, he wasn’t interested in getting 
anyone’s attention now. So he just ran. 


And just like that the thief vanished into the busy city night. 
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Morgan sighed and let his phone drop to his chest. It was after 1pm... He probably should get 
up and get lunch or something... 


He didn’t move from his spot on the sofa. He’d been doom scrolling on the clock app for 
awhile, perfectly unmotivated to do much of anything. He was sore and achy for yesterday’s 
run in with Strider and with his face still bruised going out to do stuff either meant having a 
good cover story or putting on concealer and boy did both of those feel like way too much 
effort right now. He sighed again, stared up at the ceiling. 


Eventually he lifted his injuried hand up and contemplated his now relocated thumb. It still 
hurt like a motherfucker and probably would for several more days as history told him it 
would. But he still had his splint from the last time he’d had to do this to escape. Dr. 
Scarpetta had informed him in no uncertain terms over the phone that if he kept doing it he 
was going to end up with permanent ligament damage, but its that or jail... and jail sucks. 
He let his hand drop down to his chest and sighed... again. 


More time passed before he managed to convince himself to at least get up and ice... well 
everything again. He was on his way to the kitchen when he heard a knock at his door. 
Pausing mid-step he quickly tried to run through mental calendar for today. ...no, I didn t 
have anything planned... And most people didn’t come to his door unannounced, usually 
everyone texted first. More than a little wary, Morgan turned for the door and rolled up on the 
balls of his bare feet. He didn’t make a sound as he slunk forward just in case. This probably 
wasn’t a trap... probably. 


Morgan held his breath as he reached the door and peered through the peep from the side so 
he didn’t cause a shadow to fall over the little window. And he nearly snorted when he saw a 
very familiar face. More bemused than anything Morgan settled back onto his heels as he 


started undoing the locks on his door. He grinned as he tugged the door open, “Sup 
Barnaby~” 


“M-morgan,” Barnaby replied his smile nearly matchings Morgan’s, that is until he spotted 
the bruising. Morgan had a split lip and purple and blue skin swelling around it, and then on 
the other side he was sporting a deep purple smudge across his cheek that had begun to spill 
over into the soft tissue under his eye. “O-oh my word! Are-are you alright?” He half- 
demanded. He really had been right to come by and _ check on his friend... 


After a moment’s confusion, Morgan chucked when he realized what had alarmed the D-tier 
hero and brushed at the bruise on his cheek. “Oh, this? Yeah, man, I’m fine. I’ve had worse.” 


Barnaby frowned more seriously as he spied the splint on Morgan’s hand. He wanted to say 
more- to ask more about it, but the hall probably wasn’t the place for it. Then he was half 
pushed over as a large head and shoulders shoved him aside to get to Morgan. 


“Ba-woof!” Kotetsu said using his inside bark. 


“Heyyyy~” Morgan grinned as bent down to pet the large St. Bernard. He was in his 
‘disguise’ right now, so for all the world he looked just like any other St. Bernard, average 
size and typical coloring. It was only when his owner was out being a hero did he take on his 
true spectral form and grew to be about three times his current size. “Who’s the bestest 
boy~?” Morgan cooed as he tried to squish the dog’s massive wrinkly face as best he could 
with just one hand. 


“B-oof.” Chuffed Kotetsu tail thumping enthusiastically against Barnaby’s leg. 


“That’s right, you are~” 


Barnaby rolled his eyes, but he could feel just how happy Kotetsu was at getting to see 
Morgan. It really had been a while since they’d gotten a chance to actually hangout, work not 
included. “I-I know we don’t n-normally hangout when we-we’re in the middle of a- of a 
game of tag but...” And Barnaby lifted the large brown paper bag he was holding. ““We- we 
brought lunch.” 


Morgan looked up from petting Kotetsu and glanced from the bag to Barnaby and felt so 
damned lucky to have the D-tier hero as a friend. “Well how am I supposed to say no to 
Lulu’s?” Morgan laughed, as he straightened. “Come on in.” And he backed away from the 
door. 


“Y-you’re not-” Barnaby started to joke but the second Morgan was out of the way, Kotetsu 
barreled forward. Toes pads sliding a little on the floor, he went straight to the sofa. He leapt 
up onto it before just flopping down with a heavy sigh. Barnaby rolled his eyes to the ceiling 
and Morgan laughed. 


“He-he acts like I n-never let him u-up on the sofa... You- you have no shame.” He told his 
dog. Kotetsu just wagged happily, tail thumping against the sofa cushions, content with 
having no shame. Shame was for strange humans, not for good boys. 


Still laughing Morgan closed the door behind his friend, “He just wanted to claim his spot.” 


“Uh-huh, r-right.” Barnaby scoffed but went over to the table to set the bag down and he 
glanced around the apartment when no one else appeared at the mention of Kotetsu. 


Morgan caught his scan and raised his brows, “What?” 


“N-no Alex?” Barnaby asked confused. “He-he’s usually hanging around when-when you get 
hurt.” 


“No, not this time.” Morgan snorted and tried not to let any of his dejection show. He really 
shouldn't be this bummed that Alex was off planet. “He’s in space right now. Water or tea?” 
He offered as he made his way towards his kitchen. 


“Iced, if- if you have any.” Barnaby said as he started pulling the subs out of the bag. So he'd 
bought an extra one, it really wasn't that big of a deal since Lulu’s always made for excellent 
leftovers. 


“T do.” Morgan called back and started to get glasses and plates down. 


““So- so why’s he in s-space? Or-or do I not w-want to know?” 


Morgan chuckled again as he filled both glasses with ice and sweet tea. “Oh, no it’s fine. He’s 
just doing that alien death tournament thing.” 


Barnaby paused mid sandwich lift and just stared bewildered into the kitchen. “... he- he 
what?” 


“Yeah, it’s this big three week long thing that happens once a year.” Morgan explained as he 
came back out with their drinks. “Hold on let me get the plates.” And he turned to the kitchen 
still talking, “He’s been going for years now. He has to defend his title and all that.” 


“ f-f-fun.” Barnaby muttered and tried not to think too hard about what all went on at an 
‘Alien Death Tournament’, especially if Alex was involved. 


Morgan just grinned, “Yeah, for him at least. He should be back sometime next week. Cell 
service is spotty when you’re in the far reaches of the universe or so I’m told.” 


Barnaby wanted to comment on that but... when it came to Alex it was usually just best not 
to question things. Instead he passed Morgan his sandwich, “H-here. Ham, cheddar, no 
pickles, but an-an unhealthy amount of hot p-peppers.” 


“Excellent.” Morgan grinned and sat down next to his friend. Morgan waited to ask his 
question until they’d both gotten their sandwiches unwrapped and restacked. Lulu’s did not 
mess around when it came to fillings and their subs were always full to bursting. “...so, 
how’d you know I was hurt?” Morgan asked as he managed to get hold of half his sub with 
one hand. All that one handed bullshit from last year had at least made him fairly good at this 
sort of thing now. 


Barnaby adjusted his glasses, a tick he knew he had when dealing with uncomfortable 
situations and was why he had to wear his much hated contacts whenever he played poker 
with Morgan. “A-a little bird t-told me?” He tried for cute but Morgan only sent him that 
‘okay, wanna bullshit me again’ look, one he must have perfected through years of friendship 
with Alex. “Hmmm... I- I get alerts f-from the FA when any-anything with your name on it 
c-crosses their desks. P-perks of being a-arch-nemesis.” 


“Handy.” Was all Morgan said as he took another bite. The sub was spectacular , as always. 
And a nice way to get your foot in the door to do a checkup. Barnaby was getting very good 
at this whole ‘firm but kind’ thing. After he swallowed he asked, “I take it you saw that I had 
another run-in with Sprint, then?” 


Barnaby just nodded, since he was mid-bite. After a few moments of silent chewing he 
replied, “Y-yeah... And after-after Emerald City... He-he really doesn’t like you... I-I was j- 
just worried since... well, you j-jump off of buildings n-now.” And he shot Morgan an 
annoyed look, his friend only smirked back at him. 


“ Cool, huh? ” 


“Y-you almost sent me-me into h-heart failure...” Barnaby glowered and sipped at his tea. 
Morgan still didn’t even look the littlest bit repentant, not that Barnaby thought he would. 
Nor did he expect Morgan to elaborate yet; they were still in the middle of a game and his 
new skills would likely come up again before this was all said and done. “R-regardless... I- I 
just d-didn’t know what S-sprint was up to-to... He- he was m-more than a little angry w- 
when you got away last t-time.” 


“Oh I bet. He was probably livid.” And even though the grinning and talking and eating were 
starting to make his mouth hurt he continued to smirk. Because if his face was gonna hurt he 
might as well enjoy the fruits of his labor. “Did he vibrate so fast he set something on fire?” 


“N-nearly...” And as Barnaby took in Morgan’s obvious vindictive glee, his brows drew 
down with worry, “I-I take it you- you two have a-a history?” 


“You could say that...” 


But when Morgan made no attempt to explain, Barnaby asked, “You-you’re not gonna tell 
me- me, are you?” 


“Sorry, Barns, not this time.” Morgan sighed. “At least... not today anyways.” 


Barnaby frowned but after several moments of thinking he finally just nodded. He knew there 
were things Morgan kept secret, and honestly vice versa, but... “D-does Alex know?” 


“He does.” 


“... how-how is he still alive?” Barnaby muttered incredulously, then quickly added, “N-not 
that I’m upset by it- I’m h-happy actually b-but... Alex d-doesn’t usually... like it w-when A- 
tiers go after you...” He said with the most neutral wording he could. 


“He’s alive by the grace of god and my vast pools of empathy and patience...”” Morgan bit 
out, sarcasm in every word, but after his next bite he just sighed. “I asked him not to. And 
he’s... trying very hard to let this one go for the time being, so... I wasn’t actually gonna tell 
him any of the details from our fight.”” Morgan confessed. 


“T- I see... W-well, I- I won’t either then...” Then after a pause he asked, “So- so how are 
you-you really? ” 


“T’ve had worse... My face took the brunt of it actually.” Morgan laughed but caught 
Barnaby pointedly stare at his braced hand. “Oh, I did this to myself.” And he held up his 
hurt hand. “Power suppressor cuffs, I had to get out somehow.” 


Barnaby tried not to wince but didn’t manage it. He’d actually watched Morgan dislocate his 
thumb before to get out of shackles... it did not make a fun sound. “Ah... I-I see.” 


Morgan just shrugged and took another bite and went on, “I actually owe Alex another thank 
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you... 


“W-why?” 


“You know my new suit?” 


“Y-yes, I saw that you g-got an upgrade.” 


“It was a gift from Alex after that mess from last July. He ended up ruining one of mine and 
to the liberty of custom ordering a new one for me as a replacement. Except, he’s Alex.” 
Morgan snickered. 


“S-so it's extra?” Barnaby asked and shook his head, smiling a little. 


“Tt’s tailored.” Morgan said half incredulously and half reverently. 


“S-seriously?” 


“Yup. But that’s not even the best part.” Morgan grinned, “The ballistics material it’s made of 
is cutting edge, as in was literally just been invented by his people. It’s lightweight high and 
low velocity body armor. And it’s cut resistant, breathable, and water repellent. The stuff is 
basically magic as far as I can tell and I got one of Alex’s people to give me te run down on 
it.” A rundown he got this morning when he finally remember what Valya had told him about 
the material months ago. He was happy to inform her it worked really really well. He still had 
bruises but they weren’t the same spectacular array of colors as the ones on his face. 


Barnaby just blinked at Morgan before finally managing a soft, “...woah.” 


“T know, right! The stuff’s amazing. I don’t usually get in fights but damn am I glad my suit 
is made of the stuff now.” 


“D-do you think A-Alex will make o-one for me?” Barnaby half-joked. 


“T dunno,” Morgan shrugged and took another bite. “Ask ‘im. Maybe he might get you a new 
jacket for Christmas. Hell, you could probably talk him into giving it to you just because of 
the ‘must protect’ list.” He chuckled. 


“Y-you might... but I-I don’t think t-that would w-w-work for me.” Barnaby said shaking his 
head. Morgan had a tendency to forget that Alex mostly just tolerated the rest of Morgan’s 
friend group. 


“Get Kotetsu to ask for you then.” Morgan suggested smirking. God, he loved listening to 
Alex just talk to Kotetsu to negotiate for petting privileges. And poorly at that. It was just so 
damned cute - No. Stop that. He's not cute... Okay he can be sometimes, but you're not 
supposed to notice. 


Frowning Morgan tried to pull his mind away from that line of thought, it wouldn’t do 
anyone any good, but Barnaby noticed his expression and sent him a confused look. Morgan 
just shook his head and tried to wipe the frown off of his face "It’s nothing... I just had a 
thought." Sitting back a little he went on, "Anyways, I know we usually play video games 
and stuff but I'm down one thumb." He chuckled. 


Barnaby nodded. They were mostly done with their lunch at this point anyways and he'd 
already figured this probably wouldn't be a long visit. Still it was nice to get to see Morgan... 
But before he could speak Morgan continued. 


"Soooo... I was thinking maybe you could play and I'd just give you shit?" Morgan offered, a 
grin pulling at his bruised mouth. "I just got Mario's Spooky House, but I haven't gotten very 
far, so you could just restart and I'd watch?" 


Barnaby matched Morgan’s grin with one of his own, "Y-yeah, sure. T-that sounds like f-fun. 
So long as-as you're fine w-wtih me playing b-better than you." He taunted. 


Morgan just rolled his eyes, "Bitch please . Don't make me bust out my game square 
controllers so I can kick your ass in Smash, again. " 


Barnaby adjusted his glasses a little, still smirking, "B-bet." 


"Oh when my thumb is healed Imma make you eat your words, Dog Boy." Morgan snorted as 
he pushed away from the table to go set up his TV. 


"B-bring it, cat burglar." Barnaby laughed and followed after the D-tier villain. 


Barnaby had made it through the first two chapters of the game fairly quickly despite 
Morgan’s near constant goading and haranguing, but then Barnaby reached a part of the game 
Morgan hadn’t played yet so he had nothing to critique. But that hadn't stopped him from still 
kibitzing about Barnaby’s jerky play style. Finally Barnaby paused the game and shot his 
friend an irritated look. 


“What?” Morgan taunted, from his lounging position on the loveseat. He’d let Barnaby have 
what was left of the sofa with Kotetsu. “All I’m saying is you could to try to move the 
camera a little smoother, for your audience's sake.” And he shot Barnaby a snarky smile. 


Wholy unamused by Morgan’s antics, and without compassion or warning Barnaby whistled. 


“wait! No- no I’m so-” Morgan panicked eyes going wide, but it was too late. Before he 
could half manage to sit up, a very large very happy dog leapt from the sofa to the loveseat 
and landed on Morgan with all the enthusiasm of a puppy. “-Hrk-!” 


“D-down.” Barnaby commanded. And with a doggie grin and some wags Kotetsu flopped 
down on top of Morgan basically smothering him with his weight, wrinkles, and thick fur. He 
sighed happily as he rested his big head on the arm of the loveseat nearest to his owner. 


Barnaby smiled and reached over to pet Kotetsu while the thief trapped underneath him 
struggled uselessly. “G-good boy~” 


Morgan shoved and pushed as best he could but Kotetsu had gone limp as a noodle and was 
in no way helping him. Finally he managed to get his face free of the fur and he gasped for 
air. Barnaby smiled down at Morgan, “A-are you done?” 


“Hrg- Y-yes.” Morgan gasped still trying to wriggle out from underneath the mammoth of a 
dog. 


“O-okay. Kotetsu, up.” Barnaby commanded and his fluffy friend stood up. This left the 
struggling Morgan with nothing holding him in place as he had been trying to slide off the 
sofa and thus fell to the floor in a heap. 
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“-fu-” Morgan started to say but his words were cutting off as he landed on the rug, “...ow. 


Barnaby to his credit made it a full three seconds before he started laughing. “Yeah, yeah... 
laugh at the injured man.” Morgan complained from the floor but he made no move to get up, 
he just rolled onto his back. 


After a few more moments of helpless wheezing Barnaby managed to compose himself 
enough to sit forward and peer down at his friend. “Y-you okay?” 


“Yeaaaah.” Morgan sighed heavily. 


**An-and what did we-we learn?” 


“That I'm out-numbered and you cheat like a motherfucker...” 


“No, d-do not to taunt the-the man with the 2-200 pound dog.” Barnaby corrected smugly. 
And then Kotetsu lifted up his head up to grin down at Morgan too. 


Morgan scoffed but he was smiling, he still didn’t get up though. After a beat Barnaby asked, 
“D-do you need h-help standing up?” Worry creeping into his words. 


“No,” Morgan sighed again but his hand and wrist were aching. “I think I’m just gonna lie 
here for a minute.” 


Brows drawing down Barnaby frowned at Morgan, “You-you said you w-weren’t that h- 
hurt...” But now he was wondering if he pushed Morgan too far. Usually he could handle 
Kotetsu jumping on him... 


“T’m not, I’m not.” Morgan chuckled and shook his head, but his smile didn’t stay. “I’m 
just... tired is all.” 


Barnaby adjusted his glasses a little as he peered down at this friend. “P-p-physically or e- 
emotionally?” 


Morgan didn’t answer right away but he did lick his hurt lip and could taste that copper tang 
of blood. All the horsing around probably split it open again. “...little a’ both.” 


“Ah.” Was all Barnaby said but he did stand up and shuffle by Morgan, heading farther into 
the apartment. 


Morgan didn’t really care and assumed Barnaby had a reason. He always does. But then 
Morgan heard his fridge open and the crunching of ice. Ah. And Morgan just closed his eyes. 
A few moments later something tapped his foot and he opened his eyes to see Barnaby with a 
flexible ice pack, rubber bands, and an ice cube twisted up in a paper towel. 


Without saying anything, Kotetsu automatically sat up and scooted over so Barnaby could sit 
on part of the loveseat closest to Morgan. Wordlessly he passed the ice cube to the D-tier 
villain and Morgan took it, only wincing a little as he pressed it to his split lip. “A-arm.” 
Barnaby asked and Morgan gave him his injured hand and let Barnaby expertly secure the ice 
pack to his thumb and wrist. 


Once he was done Morgan lifted the ice cube off his mouth, the paper towel was spotted with 
blood but not every much. “Thanks.” 


“M’ hmmm.” Barnaby hummed as he released Morgan’s arm back to him. Then after a beat 
he asked, “So... d-do you want to-to talk about it?” 


Morgan just shrugged. “There’s not really much to talk about. I got my ass kicked. It sucked. 
I’m sore.” And he shrugged again. 


“An-and it’s a-a bruise to-to the ego.” Barnaby replied. 


“Eh, sorta... He’s A-tier. It’s not really a surprise. Besides, my ego’s pretty resilient.” 


Barnaby snorted and Morgan smiled, but neither one said anything else. Then suddenly 
without warning, or reason, Morgan blurted out, “-I kissed Alex.” 


Barnaby started down at Morgan and blinked several times. When Morgan just stared back 
without saying anything else, Barnaby finally managed to stutter out, “Y-you-you what? ” 
That statement was so unexpected even Kotetsu had sat up, ears perked in surprise. 


“T kissed Alex.” Morgan repeated as his heart started to pound. He didn’t know why he said 
that. Had he been thinking about the stakeout a Jot the last three weeks? Yeah but... this 
wasn’t a big deal. They’d laughed it off, right? It wasn’t a real kiss. It was just... a thing that 
happened. - Oh god why is he staring at me like that. 


“But not really- I mean it wasn’t like a real kiss or anything...” Morgan tried to explain as 
Barnaby and Kotetsu just continued stare down at him in opened mouthed shock. 


“ What?” Morgan demanded a little desperately. 


“W-what do you-you mean ‘What’.” Barnaby spluttered. “ You k-k-kissed Alex!” 


Morgan floundered a little, gesturing with the ice cube. “No- I mean, it wasn’t a real kiss. It 
was a distraction kiss. It doesn’t count.” 


Barnaby just stared at Morgan utterly bewildered, he was clearly missing some details. 
Because if Morgan kissed Alex, Alex would definitely be here and not in space. Or he’d be a 
happy puddle somewhere. It hadn’t taken long for Barnaby to figure out that Alex had a crush 
on Morgan. Mostly because I have eyes... Nearly all of Morgan’s nemeses had had crushes on 
Morgan at some point or another. Barnaby was pretty sure he was the only expectation. Sure, 
Morgan could be charming and suave when he wanted to be but after nearly 6 years of 
friendship, 4 of which they’d both know about each other's super hero/villain identities, it 
was hard for Barnaby to see Morgan as anything but a gremlin engineer with a caffeine 
addiction and an obsession with theft. Not that he wasn’t also one of the most brilliant people 
Barnaby had ever met and could absolutely be a serious threat and danger to society if he 
wanted to. 


It also just so happened that he didn t want to. Carmine was a thief and nothing more. Unless 
somebody tries to steal from him or goes after the people he cares about... But still, 99 times 
out of 100, Morgan chose to be harmless and that was really why they’d been friends for so 
long. 


Long enough, actually, that he was one of the only people who knew Alex had been on 
Morgan’s ‘If I ever get the chance’ list. Morgan had removed him from the list once they’d 
became friends but Barnaby knew that was just for politeness’ sake. And because his idiot 
friend couldn’t see that Alex had been crushing on him for years . But Morgan had made it 
very clear for those same years that he wasn’t interest in a relationship with Alex, romantic or 
otherwise. At least, he’d made it clear that’s what he thought he should want, anyways. 
Barnaby had always figured Morgan had liked Alex more than he was letting on, but kissing 
him? When did that happen??? 


“W-when? Go-go back. E-explain.” Barnaby finally managed. 


“Tt- It was a few weeks ago.” Morgan muttered and made a face when Barnaby looked half 
ready to faint. “-Look! We were on a stakeout, and no I will not be giving you any more 
details than that. But we- we got spotted and you know how PDA makes people awkward 
and they look away?” 


““Y-yeah?” Barnaby sighed as he started to see where this was going. 


“Well PDA... occurred . And it worked and they didn’t bother us. But- but- fuck.” Morgan 
swore and dragged a hand through is hair. “This shouldn’t be a big deal, right? This isn t a big 
deal. It wasn’t a real kiss. It was a distraction kiss. It doesn’t count- it shouldn t count!” 


“C-count for w-what?” Barnaby asked, more just letting Morgan talk himself out right now. 


“For anything! It shouldn’t count for anything...” He said exasperatedly. 


“T-then why are-are you worried a-about it?” 


“No- no. No, I’m not worried.” Morgan snapped back hurriedly, but Barnaby was just giving 
him that look. The ‘Uh-huh, sure’ look. “ /’m not. ” He insisted. Then a little more quietly, 
“... 1- I Fuck...” And Morgan just pressed the heel of his hand to his face, ice forgotten. He 
couldn’t tell if his face was too warm or if his fingers were just cold. 


Ah, ha. Now we’re getting somewhere. “I-it kind of s-seemly like you are... W-why?” 


“Because! Because... I don't know! It wasn't real. It was just a distraction.” Morgan repeated 
and dragged his hand through his hair again. “... And he didn’t react, like at all - Which is 
good.” Morgan added quickly as he felt his heart rate spike. It was like he had a damned jack 
hammer in his chest. “It’s good. He- He shouldn’t have reacted because it’s not a kiss, right? 
So there’s nothing to worry about.” 


Barnaby squinted and tilted his head a little, “L-like ‘at all’, a-a-at all? H-he just s-sat there?” 
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.. yes.” Morgan muttered and just pressed his hand to his face to cover his eyes. 


Oh... oh his brain must have short circuited... And that’s why he’s in space right now... 
Ouch. Barnaby winced a little, and Morgan grimaced when he saw it between his fingers. 


“God ... | fucked up.” Morgan muttered, he felt like he was going to be sick. 


“N-no, no I-I don’t think you-you did.” Barnaby said quickly, but Morgan just laughed 
bitterly. 


“ Yes, I did. Because- because, fuck -! Because | wanted him to kiss me back, Barns.” Morgan 
sighed defeatedly. “ /’m such a fucking idiot...” 


“0h... oh.” No, you both are. “M-morgan... You-you’re not an i-i-idiot.”” But Morgan 
wasn’t even trying to look at him anymore, so he poked his friend with his shoe. ““M-Morgan. 
You-you’re n-not an idiot...” Barnaby repeated. “You’re |-lovesick.” He added brightly. It 
had the reaction he’d been hoping for which was Morgan pulling his hand down to glare 
daggers up at Barnaby. 


“No. J’m not .” He nearly growled. 


Barnaby just raised both brows and said, “Y-you are I-laying on the floor w-wishing Alex k- 
kissed you back even though it-it wasn’t even a-a real kiss in the-the first place. A-a-am I 
wrong?” 


It felt like all the butterflies in Morgan’s stomach had turned to lead, or maybe bile. And his 
chest was starting to feel all tight. Because he wasn’t- he couldn’t be lovesick. He- he wasn’t 
pining for Alex. He wasn’t! This- this was just a dumb crush and he’d get over it. That’s all 
this was. That’s all this could be. I- I can t- I’m not... I’m not falling for Alex. I’m not. Everf 
sometimes——he-could see howit might happen-But even just thinking that made his heart 


stutter. He glanced back at Barnaby and his friend just had that ‘I told you so’ look. 


“..’m not.” Morgan repeated but it didn’t have the same conviction as before. 


Barnaby just sighed as he watched the fear spread across Morgan’s face before he could hide 
it. “M-move over.” Barnaby said and push Morgan with his foot until his friend sat up so he 
could sit on the floor across from him. Kotetsu, not wanting to be left out, hopped down too 
and laid between the pair, but he rested his head on Morgan’s lap. Morgan started petting him 
almost automatically. “W-why does it s-scare you s-so bad?” 


“It doesn’t.” Morgan muttered but he wouldn’t look up from the dog in his lap. 


So Barnaby just waited. And waited. And waited. Morgan didn’t break. Eventually Barnaby 
just sighed, Morgan had dug in which meant budging him on this was going to be next to 
impossible. “Y-you know what I-I think?” 


Morgan glanced up but didn’t say anything. 


“T-I think you-you’re not afraid o-of it going w-wrong... Y-you’re afraid of it g-going right. ” 
Barnaby hummed, “F-failure is easy... I-it’s s-s-success that’s s-scary.” Then after a beat he 
added, “A-and I think you-you should talk to him.” 


Morgan snorted but didn’t say anything for several long moments. “... I just don’t want things 
to change. -And I swear to god Barnaby if you say some stupid ‘hero’ism I’m going to punch 
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you. 


Barnaby opened his mouth and then closed it. After a few moments he asked, “H-how about 
a-a quote f-from my mom?” Morgan glowered but didn’t stop him. “T-the universe d-doesn’t 
care w-what you want. It-it’s going to c-change anyways. All-all you can do 1-is try to g- 
guide it where y-y-you want it to go.” 


Morgan huffed out a sigh and smiled for a brief moment but he just looked back down at 
Kotetsu and kept petting his very soft head. He didn’t want to talk to Alex about this. He 
didn’t want anything to change. He didn’t want to lose Alex. Especiattytater—Whatif te 
realty-doestikesme-andt fick it up-afterwards?-All he did want was for these feelings to just 


go away again. 


After a few more moments of silence Morgan just sighed loudly, before saying, “Ill think 
about it.” And that was true, he was going to think about it a lot over the next few days until 
Alex was back on planet. 


That wasn’t quite what Barnaby had wanted to hear, but was probably about as good as he 
was going to get from Morgan right now. “T-that’s something a-at least. Now K-Kotetsu and I 
should I-leave you a-alone and let you-you rest.” 


“No, I’m fine. Really-” 


“Rest.” Barnaby repeated. “P-painkillers and r-rest.” 


“Nag nag nag.” Morgan complained but he was smiling as Barnaby got to his feet. He offered 
Morgan a hand up and Morgan let the much stronger man pull him to his feet. “...hey 
Barnaby?” 


“Y-yeah?” 


“Thanks.” 


“O-of course.” Barnaby said with a smile, dimples and all. 


Morgan just smiled back and shook his head, “Go tell Ohio I said hi.” 


Barnaby, who had just started to turn away had the good graces to not flush instantly on the 
spot. “I-I-I- w-why- But-” He stammered far more than normal. 


Morgan just snorted. “You two aren’t as sneaky as you think you are.” 


Now Barnaby was flushing. He couldn’t help it. And Morgan just laughed at him. “I-I-’m 
just g-going to-to go...” 


Morgan just laughed harder while Barnaby gathered up the rest of this things and Kotetsu 
collects his own leash. Barnaby didn’t bother to put it on him since he was just walking down 
the hall. 


“Bye Barnaby~” Morgan carroled even though his ribs were starting to ache just a little from 
the laughing. 


Barnaby just made a half aborted wave and stammered something incoherent before he 
escaped. Honestly, the things he had to put up with as a hero with a villain friend were 
ridiculous . 


The window slid up slowly. Not a sound was made, not even the tracks on the window 
creaked. They shouldn’t afterall, they’d been greased the night before just for this. 


The power hadn’t been cut for the small building, running lights still glowed in the office, 
like multicolored eyes that whispered they could see all but would never say a word. In crept 
the figure as swift and silent as the shadows they were dressed as. No dark colors this time, 
just simple uninterrupted black. Not a soul was ever going to know they were here. 


The motion sensors sat inert along the ceiling as neither the lights or the alarms were 
triggered. A little device clipped onto the shadow’s belt was making an in-audible sound, at 
least for humans, but the motion sensors could hear it. And they sat silently as they listened. 


The shadow crept down the hall and pass desk after desk. They’d done their homework, 
weeks of it in fact. Only one person in this office held any interest for them, and only their 
desk would matter. 


Finally the shadow found the right desk, not because of a label or name plate but by the 
pictures and the art hanging round them. Not many people in Capital City were fans of the 
Ice Skimmers, a hockey team from the opposite coast. The shadow began to open drawers, 
each one was slid open slowly and closed once again as nothing of interest was found. 
Finally the shadow reached a locked drawer. 


A smile stretched across the shadow’s face, not that the world could see it through the mask. 
With a few quick movements and a wave pick, the lock clicked open. Desk drawers were 
never very secure. And inside was just what the shadow had needed. Notes. Handwritten 
notes. Ones that would make for excellent references. So the shadow set their bag down and 
pulled out a portable scanner. 


Page after page the shadow scanned the notes, careful not to wrinkle a single one or move 
them out of order. After nearly ten minutes of silent copying the shadow returned the notes 
back to their drawer and closed it gently with gloved fingers. A few more soft twists from a 
slender hook and the drawer locked closed again. 


They packed their bag and zipped it slowly closed. And then the shadow crept back towards 
the window the had slid through. Moments later the window closed once more and soft clicks 
indicated it had been relocked. And then only the darkness remained, still and unmoving, 
determined to be silent about the presence of this visitor. 


Morgan continued toweling off his hair as he exited the bathroom, all things considered 
tonight had actually been pretty successful. He’d managed to drive off with a significant 
amount of fruit, in a refrigerated truck no less. They’d all keep nicely overnight for saturday’s 
farmer’s market. 


He grinned as he tossed his towel in the general direction of his overloaded hamper. After the 
farmer’s market he was really going to need to do some cleaning up, his apartment was 
getting pretty neglected... Laundry and dishes at least... Well, laundry at the bare minimum. 
He thought as he pulled on sleep pants and flopped into bed. 


Then after a few moments of stillness he rolled over to grab his phone of the night stand. He 
could check before bed, it was fine. He wasn’t checking obsessively or anything, honest. But 


as he lifted his phone and unlocked it... No new messages. And he tried not to feel 
disappointed. Alex was supposed to be back today- or maybe tomorrow, Morgan wasn’t quite 
sure how long three weeks was if they weren’t using 24 hours as a standard day, but still. No 
new messages. 


Morgan puffed out a breath and let his phone drop to his chest. He wanted to talk with Alex 
about the progress of his schemes. He wanted to tell him about the new info he’d gotten out 
of London and show him the progress he’d made on the ledger. He... “...shit.”” Morgan swore 
and sat up. 


He was doing it again. He was getting all twisted up over not getting to talk with Alex. It 
really wasn’t that big of a deal! Three weeks was hardly the longest period of time they’d 
gone without talking to each other, but... Morgan and Alex practically texted everyday. Even 
through most of his slump in January he’d still texted Alex all the time. And- and he just 
wanted to share, that’s all. He just wanted to tell his friend about the cool stuff he’d been 
doing. All the burglaries, and thefts, and criminal mischief... Hell there had even that moron 
who’d put in the newspaper that his vault was ‘unbreakable’ and had challenged someone to 
try and steal his money. Morgan had taken him up on that bet and was several hundred 
thousand dollars richer for it. So he’d gotten several exasperated texts from Barnaby 
afterwards, so what. It’s not like him being the culprit was a surprise. He’d left his calling 
card inside the safe just to make a point and for a little boost to his reputation. 


So much has happened... And he hadn’t gotten to tell Alex about any of it yet. It was 
bumming him out in away he hadn't expected. J guess... after spending so much time with 
him over the last year and a half I’ve just gotten used to talking with him all the time... He 
sighed and lifted his phone again. He tapped on his messages app and opened up his chat 
with Alex and again tried to formulate a normal sounding text. 


Morgan, 2:03am: Hey Alex I know youre probably still in space but- 
*Backspace* 


Morgan, 2:03am: Hey Alex I know you still dont have cell service but when you get back 
maybe we could grab- 


*Backspace* 
Morgan, 2:04am: Alex I know you still dont have cell service but Id lov- 


*Backspace* 


Morgan, 2:04am: Alex I know you still dont have cell service but lets get lunch when you 
get back 


Morgan was just about to hit send when several messages appear in chat and then a picture 
started to load. 


Alex, 2:04am: Back in the stratosphere. 
Alex, 2:04am: If you’re still awake go to bed, if not text me when you wake up. 


Alex, 2:04am: Also I’m still the reigning champion 


Morgan was about to text back when the picture loaded and his breath caught a little. He 
tapped on the photo so it would open full screen and he just stare at his phone. 


It was a photo of Alex, a rare selfie, but Alex was soot smudged, dirty, and spattered with 
gore. His hair was standing up every which way, with more unidentified gore in it. The collar 
of his shirt was tattered and dirty as well. Alex’s nails were practically claws as he gripped 
the dark metal sphere, more dirt and multicolored blood dripped down his hand. The strange 
device he was holding up was what Morgan knew to be the prize for winning the tournament. 
It was a weapon of mass destruction for what Alex had told him, one the champion from last 
year had to bring back. It could supposedly destroy the universe if activated, making it a 
worthy prize for the most dangerous being in the Galaxy. Alex kept it in his treasure horde 
and dug it out every year before he left for the tournament. 


Vaguely in the background Morgan could see a strange stadium with colorful blurring figures 
filling the stands. All of that was probably important information. His back brain was making 
note of it so clearly he needed to retain it... But the only part that he could focus on was 
Alex’s expression. 


His amber yellow eyes were vibrant. 


His fanged grin was radiant . 


He was beaming into the camera full to bursting with bloodlust-driven joy... 


He looked fucking breathtaking. 


In fact, Morgan had to remember to suck in a breath. His heart was skipping quite a few beats 
here and there and he felt a little stunned. Nearly reflexively he saved the photo to his camera 
roll. Then reason came back to him and he flushed. Jesus it's just Alex smiling, he does that 
all the time... 


But he didn’t delete the picture. 


Because it wasn't just Alex smiling and he didn’t grin like that very often. He smirked all the 
time, and sometimes he got that soft little pleased smile but... but nothing like that. Nothing 
nearly so resplendent and magnificent and pleased. 


...1 want you to look at me like that. 


Morgan shivered a little and clicked away from the picture. As he saw the texts again he 
remembered that Alex had actually texted him along with sending that- that damned photo. 
One that was absolutely going to haunt him. 


Morgan, 2:09am: Congrats~ 


Morgan, 2:09am: Wanna grab lunch on sunday so you can tell me about it 


Alex, 2:09am: Sounds good to me. 


Alex, 2:09am: Go to bed Morgan 


Morgan snorted and opened up his phone camera to take a half assed photo of himself 
literally in bed. He sent it off to Alex along with a text. 


Morgan, 2:10am: I literally am 


Morgan, 2:10am: See 


Alex, 2:11am: Then sleep. Text you in the morning. 


Morgan snorted before replying. 


Morgan, 2:11am: 


Morgan, 2:11am: Fine whatever lol 


Morgan, 2:12am: Night Alex 


Alex, 2:12am: Goodnight Morgan 


That text shouldn’t be making him smile as much as it was... but it was nice to know that his 
friend was back on planet and within cell range again. Morgan set his phone back on his 
night stand with a sigh before laying back. 


But when he closed his eyes... all he could think about was that damned picture, and just 
what all he’d have to do to get Alex to grin like that in person. 


It really was going to haunt him and his dreams . 
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Somebody could not possibly be this stupid. Morgan thought as he stood in the elevator 
heading up to his floor. He flipped back to the first page of the story and read it again just to 
be sure. Morgan was not typically one for reading the newspaper but when the absolute 
moron that was CEO of Tool Technologies, held a press conference asking for the thief who 
broken into his vault to please return the money, ‘He’d learned his lesson’, Morgan couldn’t 
not buy one. 


Reading about a millionaire cry over some lost money was fucking hilarious, but this dumb 
motherfucker had the audacity to not even use Carmine’s name when asking for him to return 
the money. J left a fucking calling card you jackass!! For that slight alone Morgan wasn’t 
going to return the money... well, okay under no circumstances was he going to give it back, 
but especially not now. Jacob Tool could suck his left nut. But Morgan was absolutely going 
to keep the article and add it to his little collection going for this particular burglary. He 
couldn’t even call it a heist really... Jt was way too fucking easy to be a heist. 


Snorting Morgan pulled out his keys and unlocked the door to his apartment. He was 
surprised to find the lights on, but when he spotted Alex he relaxed. “You will not believe 
what I just read.” Morgan laughed as he set his bag down on the table along with the paper. 
“You know that dipshit, Jacob Tool? He wants me to return the money that I stole. Can you 
fucking believe that?” Morgan laughed. 


Alex squinted and cocked his head, staring at he man that had just walked in. With keys no 
less . 


Morgan glanced up at Alex who was looking at him in surprised confusion. “I told you about 
it yesterday right? How he put in the paper’s that no one could break into his new vault and 
he through down a challenge for any thief to try?” 


When Alex just continued to stare at him Morgan figured Alex hadn’t been listening 
yesterday when they’d made lunch plans for today. It wasn’t totally out of the norm for him, 
usually he pays more attention to my heist stories though... “Hold on let me explain.” 
Morgan laughed. “[So the guy put an honest to god challenge in the newspaper daring people 
to break into his place to steal his stuff. And I mean if he * wanted* to be separated from his 
money that bad, *I’d* gladly do it-” 


When it was clear whoever the fuck this was didn’t understand the enormous misstep he’d 
just made by walking into Alex’s apartment, he decided to interrupt him. “-Yeah, that’s very 
interesting.” He snapped out as he approached the other man, “So are you going to tell me 
who the fuck you are, and what the fuck you want? Or are you just going to continue to talk 
my ear off all night?” Alex growled. Either this stranger was stupid or had lived under a god 
damned rock for the last 9 years to not know who the fuck he was. 


Morgan blinked in surprise as Alex glared at him. “...Excuse me?” 


“ Oh don’t act like J am the weird one in this situation.” Alex replied briskly, voice edged. “I 
was just relaxing at home in my apartment. And then you just walk in like you own the place 
*and* start telling me about all the crimes *you’ve committed*.” To be fair that last part was 
a least a little amusing. Breaking into his home was not. 


Shocked Morgan stared at the S-tier villain as he now stood a few feet away, radiating 
hostility. Morgan’s heart started hammering in his chest as fear dumped adrenaline into this 
system, but he had no idea what was going on or why. “A-alex? Are you... Are you okay?” 


Alex’s brows drew down as he glared at this intruder. “ Oh I’m fine , mysterious stranger 
who thinks we are on a first name basis.” He muttered in a low tone. 


Still not fully understanding what was going on Morgan shifted back a little. “Do you- Do 
you not remember me?” 


Alex leaned down closer. “ Should I? ” 


Panic started to crawl through Morgan’s mind but denial was still firmly in control. Because 
there was no way this was actually happening. “I’m Morgan. Your best friend. ” 


“Ah.” Alex said and straightened. “You’re insane.” Happy to finally have an answer to as to 
why this person was in his apartment he backed off some, uninterested once more. “Normally 
I would just kill you but I’m feeling generous today. * So tell me* , what insane asylum did 
you escape from? /’// you take you back .”’| 


Nearly stunned silent Morgan just stared at Alex. “... you’re- you’re joking, right? You’re just 
fucking with me. This is a prank- retaliation, right?” Morgan half-asked half-demanded, 
because this just couldn’t be happening. Alex had to be fucking with him, right? They had 
plans. They’d talked yesterday. He’d just gotten back from space. All that excitement and 
anticipation he’d had about getting to hang out with Alex today felt like it was turning to ash 
inside his chest. 


Alex narrowed his eyes and in a blur of motion was suddenly standing in front of this Morgan 
person, hand at his throat. He closed his fingers like a vice ready to cut off his air and blood 
flow in one easy squeeze- 


Don't. 


Some part of Alex’s brain was triggering alarm bells. This- what he was doing was a bad 
idea, but he didn’t know why. It was like his danger sense had gone all haywire on him and 
was trying to warn him about an incoming threat. Except this nobody clearly wasn’t one. Still 
he didn’t squeeze as tightly as he was going to and he let this man continue to breathe... but 
barely. And as fear flashed across the other man’s features, Alex whispered, “ J can assure 
you. I’m not.” 


Morgan would have flinched back if he’d had the time. Alex was backing off and then he was 
just in front of Morgan again, his hand around Morgan’s throat. It was so fast he hadn’t even 
been able to make a sound. Fear and panic clawed through Morgan as he realized in that 
moment just how much this wasn t a joke or a prank or whatever. 


Alex did not remember him. 


So he thought fast. In the few seconds of sped up time the adrenaline seemed to give him he 
tried desperately to remember what Alex was like when they’d first met. To remember what 
Alex had said about them becoming friends. ‘J dunno... Mostly you were just interesting.’ ... 
okay, time to be interesting. 


Instead of reaching for Alex’s hand at his throat he lifted both of his, palm out in the 
universal sign of surrender. Alex titled his head just a little, but he didn’t loosen his grip in 
the slightest. Morgan was barely able to breathe so he didn’t have a lot of time here. He then 
lift just one finger, a ‘just a second’ gesture. Then as careful as he could, with deliberately 
slow movements, he reached down towards his pocket and his phone. He never broke eye 
contact and he tried to keep from shaking as he pulled his phone out. And Alex let him. See 
I’m doing something unusual... 


Once he had his phone up and out he glanced away to quickly tap in his password and then 
open up his messenger app. Alex was still on the top of the list and he opened their chat to 
type out a quick text and hit send. After what felt like a life time of intense silence, Alex’s 
phone buzzed. But the S-tier villain just frowned. Oh come on- “ P-phone.”’ Morgan croaked 
out while using his free hand to point at his own phone. 


Alex glared at the man he was holding. Whatever this charade was it wouldn’t work... But 
curiosity won out and he pulled his phone out and opened up the text he’d just gotten. 


Morgan, 12:08pm: Scroll up 


Alex glanced from the message to the stranger. Morgan nodded as best he could and flicked 
his finger in the scrolling motion. Still unsure as to what this would prove Alex scrolled up... 
and up... and up... There were dozen- hundreds- maybe even thousands of text messages. 
None of which he could remember sending or receiving. They went all the way back to the 
begin of the year and beyond. 


Suddenly the man in his grasp sucked in a huge breath and Alex glanced back at him. While 
he’d been scrolling he must have loosened his grip on... Morgan’s throat. “Who... Who are 


you?” Alex finally asked. 


“T’m Morgan.” He repeated, hands still up but he was starting to relax as Alex just stared at 
him in utter confusion. “Your best friend.” 


That just wasn’t possible. He didn’t have a best friend. And never would. Friendship- 
relationships in general were a pointless liability. And not something I would have just 
forgotten about. Scowling Alex snapped back, “Just because we text doesn’t make you my 
best friend. Nor does it explain why you just walked into my apartment-” 


“Tt’s not your apartment. It’s mine. ” Morgan interrupted. “I mean, come on. Why would you 
have a shitty apartment in Capital City when you could have a much nicer one or just live in 
your gorgeous newly remodeled arctic lair?” 


Alex was about to retort but... He had a point. Looking around at the apartment he couldn’t 
ever remember leasing it or having his people lease it. And it wasn’t decorated even remotely 
in any sort of style he’d prefer. But it was desperately familiar... He knew he’d been on his 
way here for... some reason. After doing... something before this. When he arrived he’d just 
thought it was his and he was just at home to relax but that didn’t make any sense. Things 
weren’t adding up. 


What he asked instead was, “You’ve been to my lair?” 


“Yeah.” Morgan laughed a little. “You built me a room in you private quarters. It’s right next 
to yours, with the blue and green color scheme and the mural of the Capital City skyline.” 


Alex knew exactly what room Morgan was talking about. He’d had built it that way for a 
reason... but he just couldn’t remember what that reason was . Slowly he released Morgan’s 
neck and Alex watched him visible relax a little more, but he didn’t reach up to rub at his 
throat like most people did. Instead he was just watching Alex with this- this Jook . 


It was concern. Hes concerned about me... This was all suddenly becoming very unsettling. 
The not remembering. “Just- just because you’ve been to my base doesn’t make you not 
insane. You aren’t my best friend. J don t have one. ” 


[Morgan wanted to scream- or maybe just grab Alex and shake him like that might somehow 
fix this. But he knew that it wouldn’t so he settled for just dragging his hand through his hair. 
“T swear I’m not insane. I’m your best friend.” He tried to answer as earnestly and seriously 
as he could. 


“Okay.” Alex growled and crossed his arms. “Tell me something only my best friend would 
know.” 


Morgan didn’t even hesitate. “When you were a baby, your father made you a stuffed rat 
plushy. You named it Gibbles McGee and you sleep with it every night.” He replied with the 
absolute conviction. 


Alex stared at Morgan in opened mouthed shock. “...um...”” He couldn’t even begin to 
process how his stranger knew something like that . But- that- he... what- 


When the other man just grinned back smugly, Alex managed to collect himself enough to 
respond. “Okay... um... I- I don’t know how you know that but that is definitely not best 
friend knowledge.” 


Morgan’s smirk faded and now it was his turn to scowl. “It literally is. Because I literally 
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am. 


“Tt really isn’t.” Alex replied, “Because I would never tell anyone that. Like the only way you 
would know that was if we were fucking.” 


Well that wasn’t the response Morgan had expected. He floundered for a few seconds as 
several less than appropriate things flickered through his head. Finally he just muttered, 
“your dad... told me.” 


Alex blinked and stared at Morgan. “You know my dad?” What the actual fuck is going on 
here? 


“Yeah. I met your parents at Christmas. They're leaving me the farm and then they told me a 
bunch of embarrassing stories about you.” Morgan sighed and rubbed at his face. “So it is 
best friend knowledge.” Alex looked absolutely stunned again, but all Morgan wanted was a 
drink. God, why is it only noon. | 


When Alex still didn’t reply Morgan just pulled out a chair at the table and sat down. “Look. 
Why don’t you just go call your parents? I’ll stay right here. You go talk to them and figure 
out whether I’m lying or not.” 
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“Tt’s not like I’ve got anywhere to go. And even if I do run or whatever, you can just find me 
again.” Morgan muttered as he put his head down on the cool wood table top. He could 
already feel the headache starting. And it that certainly wasn’t going to help the nausea this 
whole mess had stirred up in his stomach. 


That wasn’t what Alex had been about to say, but... again this Morgan person had a point. 
His parents wouldn’t lie to him about this. And if- if Morgan really did know them then the 
only way he found them was because Alex took him to meet them. “...then I'll be right back.” 
And he snapped. 


Morgan gave Alex a thumbs up but he had already vanished, so Morgan just sighed and 
rubbed at his throat. He was probably going to have bruises, but it could have been worse. A 
lot worse... It was actually sort of interesting that it wasn t . Alex could have easily killed him 
or cut off all of his air... but he hadn’t. Morgan didn’t really know what that meant but he 
hoped it was a good sign. 


Why is this even happening... But Morgan knew the answer. Alex was why. Something he’d 
done or didn’t do or chose not to do was likely the source of this mess. The only real question 
was if it permanent or not. Morgan had to suppress a shuddered and tried to think happier 
thoughts instead of dwelling on the very real and terrific possibility that he might have just 
lost his best friend. 


Alex hadn’t gone far, just up to the roof as was his habit for making private phone calls. Alex 
hesitated as he stared at his phone. 


“Why do I have a habit of coming up here to make calls?” He muttered aloud, but his fuzzy 
thoughts didn’t have a good answer so he just sighed and hit the speed dial for his mother. 


It rang twice before she answered, “Hey sweetpea~” 


Alex nearly sighed in relief when he heard and recognized her voice. At least the whole world 
hasn t gone crazy. “Ma...” 


Lissa paused what she was doing and sat up. She had been working in her garden this fine 
May morning but something was very wrong. She knew her boy and he almost never 
sounded like that . “Alex? Sweetheart, what’s wrong?” 


“T... [don’t know, exactly. But I need you to tell me something.” Alex hedged. He didn’t 
want to worry his mom in case this was nothing. And if it is nothing, that worm downstairs 
won t appreciated what's about to happen to him. 


“Of course, what is it?” She asked as she shifted the phone to her other ear. 


Alex sucked in a breath before finally just saying, ““Who’s Morgan?” 


Lissa blinked, then she pulled the phone away from her ear just to check to make sure she 
was really talking with Alex. Yup, it was his name on the caller ID. “I’m sorry, what?” She 
questioned as she put the phone back to her ear. 


“Morgan. Who is he?” Alex repeated, not wanting to give her anyone other details in case 
this was all a lie. 


“Morgan? As in your Morgan? ” She asked more than a little bewildered. “The boy you 
brought home to meet us this Christmas? The one you’ve been friend with for ages and lived 
with all last year? That Morgan ?” 


Alex opened his mouth and then closed it. Several times. ‘ That I bought home to meet them’- 
Like- like as a partner? Finally he managed, “The one you guys are leaving the farm...?” 


“Yes, apparently.” Lissa replied with a snort. “You’re father’s a strange man sometimes, I’ ll 
tell you that much. But yes, honey, if you mean that Morgan, then yes we are.... We talked 
about this at Christmas. Is... something wrong?” She asked as her mom senses started to 
seriously tingle. She’d come to trust those tingles deeply, especially when raising a boy like 
Alex. 


“No. Not... exactly. Look, I’ll explain more later. Love you, bye.” And he hung up before she 
could ask anymore probing questions. He did however open up his texts again and scroll 
through them more slowly this time. Most of them were just mundane stuff. Everyday 
whatever conversations just updating each other on their lives... Definitely friend stuff, but 
also maybe romantic partner stuff. Then he came across a few pictures they’d sent a couple of 
days ago and an idea hit. Alex swiped out of his messages and opened up his phone gallery. 


And that first picture was the one Morgan had sent him a few days ago, the one of him just 
lying in bed the phone screen the only light source. It... It was an okay photo, but he didn’t 
know why he saved it. But as he scrolled he found a lot more photos of Morgan. Some were 
candids, some where dumb posed shots and some were more fun posed ones. Some were of 
them together doing all sorts of things, several of which looked like they might be crime 
related. And some were just in cute lo-cals... Oh... oh shit. We really are dating. 


“How the fuck did I just forget the person I’m dating?” Alex demanded of himself but he had 
no good answers. So he just snapped his fingers and vanished once more. 


Several states away, Lissa glared down at her phone. Oh that boy ... He was going to get an 
earful the next time she talked to him. “You don’t just hang up the phone on your mother.” 
She muttered darkly and was about ready to call Morgan to ask him just what exactly was 
going on... 


Except she couldn’t. Because her idiot son still hadn’t given her his phone number yet. 


She stood up from her work and dusted the knees’ of her pants off. “Mal!” She called. “Mal, 
I’m going to roast your son!” She exclaimed as she stomped back towards the house. 


“Oh? What’s the boy done now?” Mal asked as he stepped out on to the porch. 


“T don’t know. And that’s the problem.” She grumbled as pushed past her very wonderful 
husband and went back into the house, not right sure what she was going to do yet. But it was 
going to be something. 


Morgan jumped a little when Alex just rematerialized next to him. He looked much more 
alarmed now and quite a bit more subdued. Progress. “Well?” 


[“Okay... so I just got off the phone with parents and apparently I have forgotten you.” Alex 
said a little awkwardly. 


Morgan was about to respond but Alex kept going. “Uh... super quick question though... 
Why didn’t you say we were dating? ” And the S-tier villain just glared at Morgan in 
exasperation. 


Oh... Fuck. “Because we aren’t.” Morgan sighed and just rubbed a hand over his face. God 
that is just gonna keep coming back to bite me, isn t it? 


Alex frowned and squinted a little bit. That’s not the usual reaction people have to dating 
him. “What did we break up or something?” 


Morgan snorted and shook his head. “No, no- * God- * We were never together.” 


Alex just lifted a brow, but when Morgan didn’t saying anything else, he chuckled. “Oh, 
okay. This makes me feel so much better, *actually*. I’m glad to know that I’m not the only 
one with memory loss.”’] 


Morgan just deadpanned stared up at Alex. “Why would I only forget the ‘we’re dating part’ 
and not the whole rest of our four and a half years of friendship?” Morgan asked rhetorically 
rolling his eyes. “We’re not dating, nor have we ever dated. That was just something we told 
your parents so you could avoid meeting whoever your mom trying to set you up with.” 


“Well that doesn’t sound like something I’d do.” Alex muttered as Morgan got to his feet. 


“Well, you did. But do you at least believe me now? About the whole best friends thing?” 


“T mean... more than I did five minutes ago.” 


“Awesome. Let’s go get lunch then, we can sort this all out over burgers.” Morgan replied as 
he pulled his keys and wallet out of his messenger bag. He could put the rest of it away later. 


(4 ‘Why? 99 


“Because I’m starving and if I have to deal with this level of your bullshit today then I want a 
shake.” Morgan replied with a snort. 


After a beat, Alex decided this Morgan person was much more amusing than he had any right 
to be. Alex managed to suppress his smile but only barely before he followed after him. Eh, 
why not. I could go for a shake. Besides, he was starting to become more and more curious 
about this person who seemed not just willing but determined to be his friend. 


Morgan was... not what Alex had expected. And he couldn’t figure out if that annoyed him 
or pleased him. It was probably a little of both if he was being honest. He seemed to lack any 
sense of self preservation and took every opportunity to sass Alex he could get. Exasperation 
seemed to just radiated from him. And for some reason that made Alex want to smile. And 
then when Morgan caught him smiling he’d just grin or snort and continue on explaining who 
he was and how long they’d be friends. 


And his smile was... disarming. 


Alex knew- knew for a fact from not 30 minutes ago, that Morgan was capable of being 
afraid. He had been back in Morgan’s apartment. Alex knew what fear looked like and 
Morgan had been, but he didn’t so much as flinch now. Not even when Alex moved too fast 
or glared or sneered- or really did anything that could be interpreted as threatening, Morgan 
was just unfazed. So unfazed in fact that when Alex tried to take one of his fries he, without 
hesitation, slapped Alex’s hand away with a grunt of “ Mine. ” Alex had no issue with killing 
someone for something as petty and disrespectful as that. And when he said as much, 
Morgan’s only reply was that Alex could kill him after he’d finished his fries. And he said it 
without breaking eye contact, smirk still in place. 


And that was another thing... He didn’t seem to have any problem meeting Alex’s eyes. Not 
even a little bit. Even some of the ‘bravest’ heroes struggled to hold his gaze. But it also 
wasn’t that awkward panicked look people got when they couldn’t look away. It was just... 
friendly... Happy, even. 


[“...So what you’re saying is on Christmas, I took you to meet my parents under the false 
pretense that we were dating so J wouldn’t have to go on a date with some lawyer from the 
big city?” Alex asked raising a brow, while he stirred up his milkshake. 


“Yes-” Morgan replied as he swiped a fry through his own shake. “That’s what I’m saying.” 
Before popping the fry into his mouth. 


Alex squinted at Morgan, “Seems fake but okay...” 


Morgan in turn rolled his eyes to ceiling as he finished chewing. “ Why is this so hard for you 
to believe???” He muttered for the tenth time in the last hour. “It was your plan.” 


“T don’t know.” Alex shrugged before sipping from drink. When the straw started making 
that sucking sound and again, he stopped, “It’s just a stupid fucking plan and it doesn’t sound 
like something I’d do.” Then with another shrug he added, “Not to mention that you’re not 
exactly a... catch .” And he stirred his shake again, “ Although you’re not a release either.” 


Morgan glared at Alex and swore he could feel his eye twitching as Alex gave him that oh so 
obvious once over. Insult mixed with disappointment somewhere in his chest, but he replied 
in a half-snarl, “I will break my hand on your face.” 


Morgan’s response caught Alex off guard and he laughed before saying, “ Oh I think I like 
you.” 


“ Jesus, | forgot how much of a dick you were when we first met.”” Morgan grumbled and 
slumped back in his chair. 


Unbothered Alex chased around the last little bit of his shake with his straw before asking, 
“Have you ever done that?” 


“Done what?” 


“Break your hand on my face?” Alex inquired brow raised, “It just seems sort of specific.” 


Morgan snorted and stabbed at his own shake, “I have, actually.” 


“Really?” Alex replied grinning, “Why? What’d I do?” 


Morgan swore if he kept rolling his eyes this hard he was going to end up with eye strain, but 
he sat up. “You in you infinite wisdom decided to trap me in your antarctic lair for and I quote 


‘my own good’.” Morgan shook his head, irritation over that particular disaster still clung to 
him sometimes. “I’d been invited to a family reunion- they suck by the way, like are seriously 
awful and the reason I ran away from home when I was a teenager. But that aside, it was 
supposed to be a big thing for my grandparents so all my cousins and uncles and aunts were 
going to be there. At the time, I didn't know you knew my whole family were heroes, I just 
knew you knew they sucked. So you teleported me into a cell in your arctic base to keep me 
from going.” 


“Well if they’re heroes and are shitty, then it was probably a trap. So... seems reasonable.” 
Alex replied, not liking the way Morgan frowned when he spoke about his family. It wasn’t 
just sad, there was more underneath it. But before he could ask about them, Morgan shot him 
a positively lethal look. 


“No. Jt wasn t.” Morgan growled out, in a low tone, before he managed to reel it back in. He 
sighed and leaned back a little. “It was a trap, yeah but... At the time I thought they’d meant 
it, about wanting to try to reconcile... We are actually trying that now, my parents and 
siblings and I. That mess had been... Peony, my sister, had said they were gonna try to do an 
‘intervention’, that it had been my aunt’s idea, I think- But that’s not the point. The point is 
that it was my choice. And you took that from me. So yeah, I was fucking pissed- I was livid 
for days, actually.” 


When he didn’t continue to tell the story, Alex prompted him, “... So what happened?” 


Morgan shrugged again, “I got out of my cell after a few hours but had no way to leave since 
you hadn’t given me access to your theta tubes at that point. So I was trapped. And I did what 
I do best.” And he grinned a little maliciously at Alex, “I made your life a living hell. I put 
glitter bombs in the air vents, I broke into your treasure horde and moved everything around, 
I locked down you whole server network and I’d been this close-”” And he held his fingers a 
few millimeters apart, “-to making your nuclear reactor computer system think it was going 
into meltdown which would have cut power to your entire lair.’ He hummed smugly. 


Alex just stared at him as his list went from petty to disastrous very quickly. “... I’m surprised 
I didn’t punch you.” He finally managed as he rubbed at his face, just thinking about dealing 
with all of that was giving him a headache. 


“Oh you did one worse...” Morgan muttered and stabbed at his shake again. “You told me I 
was overreacting. And then I decked you.” Morgan snorted and shook his head. “I broke my 


hand in three places, but it was so fucking worth it.” 


“How... how is that worse?” Alex asked still not understanding, but once again he was 
impressed by this D-tier thief. That clearly hadn’t been the smartest decision but if nothing 
else he stuck to his guns. 


“Because you were trying to control me .” Morgan muttered darkly. “ Nobody- Nobody gets 
to tell me what to do.”’ 


Alex blinked at Morgan’s expression, at the rage and conviction- at the frost in his words. He 
looked mean and cruel and his tone... it spoken to the viciousness of someone who could 
follow through . It was also at absolute odds with everything he’d seen from the man in the 
last 2 hours. And it made Alex want to shiver. Definitely not a release... What he said instead 
was, “Ah... shitty controlling family.” 


“ Heroic shitty controlling family.” Morgan confirmed as he sat back and tried to put his 
anger away. “Sorry... That was a while ago and though it still annoys the shit out of me 
sometimes, you haven’t tried something that stupid since, thank god . You, of course, still try 
to manipulate me, you dick , but it’s not outright controlling.” 


“And... you’re fine with that?” Alex questioned, as he titled his head. 


Morgan grinned, “Of course not. I’m just better at it than you are~” And Alex’s responding 
scowl only left Morgan feeling more smug. Alex hrphmed in disagreement but didn’t actually 
argue, so Morgan let up. “Come on how about we take a walk and try to figure out how to get 
you’re memories back.” 


“Sure, I guess. But I’m telling you, it’s fine. They’ll probably just come back on their own.” 
Alex replied as he helped Morgan stack up their trays. 


“Knowing you? Yeah, probably, but I’d still like to know how to undo this in case it happens 
again.” Morgan said as he stood with their trash. 


“Why?” Alex asked as they headed for the doors. 


“Because,” Morgan snorted, “My best friend forgetting who I am, fucking sucks. I'd like to 
avoid this-”” And he gestured between them, “‘-in the future.” 


Frowning Alex asked, “What’s wrong with this ?” And he copied Morgan’s gesture as he 
held the door open for the shorter man. 


“T... like it better when you know who I am, Alex.” Morgan replied honestly, glancing up at 
his friend. “It’s... it’s not fun to be-” abandoned- “-forgotten.” 


Alex hesitated as Morgan once again threw him off. He had this- this hurt look on his face 
and it made Alex’s skin feel all prickly. Like- like he wanted to fix it, or something. To make 
it better- to make him not look so... upset. It was not a usual state of being for Alex but... 
Morgan... he cared about Alex and it felt- felt odd to just not care back. It was different from 
nearly every other relationship he’d had. 


Everyone wanted something from Alex- from the Devourer. Even his ex-wife had wanted 
something from him, eventually she cared about him earnestly but she’d still wanted him to 
be ‘good’. As far as Alex could tell, Morgan didn’t want anything from him. Not power or 
influence or special treatment or anything. He just... was. And their apparent friendship must 
have stemmed from that. And that made this feel... special. And like it something he very 
much didn’t want to loose. 


“.. I- It’s going to be fine.” He repeated, not sure what else to say 


Morgan shrugged, “Eh, probably... but like, are you sure you didn’t like hit your head or 
something?” 


“Yes I’m sure. Besides the thing that hit me would be damaged, not me.” Alex replied as he 
rolled his eyes, while Morgan fell into step with him. It was nearly automatic for him to 
match strides with the shorter man. Like muscle memory... 


Morgan snickered, “Yes, I know you have a hard head , but I mean like a concussion or your 
brain rattling around in there, or something.” 


“Again, no. Besides I don’t get concussions.” 


“God that’s so unfair.” Morgan complained before drifting back to the topic at hand, “So then 
what were you doing before you went to my apartment?” 


Alex opened his mouth to respond but hesitated... “I... don’t actually know.” 


Morgan glanced over at him, “Like at all?” 


“Not... really. I think I had a fight this morning...? Someone- No, it was a group. They called 
me out and I went to go fight them... and then I was in your apartment.” He replied 
frowning, “It’s all fuzzy.” 


“Fuzzy like you can’t remember at all? Or fuzzy like your brain is trying to fill in the gaps 
but the new memories don’t make sense?” Morgan asked as they neared the crosswalk. The 
pair seemed to automatically be heading back in the direction of Morgan’s apartment, which 
was fine by Morgan. 


Alex was about respond when Morgan stepped down off the curb and his danger sense went 
haywire again. He hardly had time to look around before he heard the squeal of breaks and 
saw a car going much too fast come around the semi-blind turn. Without thinking Alex 
reached out and yanked Morgan back onto the side walk, pulling him against himself and out 
of harm’s way. 


One second Morgan was stepping down and the next he was being jerked backwards as a car 
whipped around the corner hardly even braking for the red light. It sped off down the street 
while Morgan sucked in a breath. “Son of a bitch- Where do these people learn to drive!?” 
Morgan spat while his heart hammered, adrenaline wholly useless for this particular moment. 
He glanced back at Alex, who still had a tight grip on the back of Morgan’s shirt. “...uh, 
thanks.” 


“Hmm...” And Alex glanced away from the speeding car, he’d been trying to figure out if it 
would be better to just kill the driver out right or make it seem like an accident. “Oh, yeah.” 
And he let Morgan go. 


Morgan smiled a bit and cocked his head. “Was that intentional? Just now? Or was it-” 


“Instinct.” Alex confirmed as Morgan asked. And then Morgan’s smile got even more 
lopsided as he grinned up at Alex. “What?” 


Still grinning Morgan just shrugged, “Nothing. It’s just... I appreciate it.”” And he held Alex’s 
gaze for just another beat longer before glanced away and stepped down off the curb again so 
the pair could cross. 


Or, well, Morgan started walking and Alex had to catch up with him. 


That grin- that Look. Pleased and warm and inviting and- It sent a swirl of heat and pride 
through Alex that made his thoughts wander back to his earlier assumption again. Because if 
hes been looking at me like that for 4 years... there's no way we haven t fucked... Maybe hes 
just bad in bed? Alex thought as they continued to walk, Morgan was still talking but Alex’s 
mind was very preoccupied. 


Only one way to find out.... Thats a handy alley, I wonder if I push him up against the wall 
and slid my knee between his legs how long it would take before I could make him start 
grinding against my thigh? And wasn’t that a fun idea, all breathy and keening~ And a nice 
way to pass the time until his amnesia wore off. J bet hes a talker too... Husky to gasping ... 
I wonder how it sounds when he moans my name? 


“Alex? Earth to Alex?” Morgan repeated and waved a hand in front of Alex’s face. The S- 
tier villain blinked and looked back at Morgan. But his expression was different. He was 
looking at Morgan like he... like he was something to eat . And god damn was Morgan not 
equipped to deal with this emotional whiplash today! 


First it was the adrenaline and now it was arousal that made his heart rate spike. His breath 
caught a little bit as Alex just Jooked at him. He was smirking and Morgan watched his gaze 
flick from his eyes to his mouth and back. They were just standing there on a busy sidewalk, 
people had to move around them to get by, but like normal, people instinctively shied away 
from Alex even if they didn’t know who he was, so they had a small bubble of privacy. One 
that left him feeling frozen in place. And then he realized Alex had leaned down- leaned in. 
Morgan’s mouth went dry but he could hardly think as Alex moved closer- 


“ Yes?” He half whispered, and watched as Morgan swallowed, hard. ““ What were you 
saying?” 


Morgan managed to keep his expression neutral and spoke in an even tone, “I was asking if 
you think maybe it’s like a curse, your amnesia?” He didn’t flinch back. He just held his 
ground. 


With a chuckle Alex straighten, dropping the huskiness from his tone. “I mean it’s certainly 
possible, but usually curses don’t stick to me very well.” He replied and started walking 
again. Oh hes going to be fun to play with~ 


Mother. Fucker. Was the only thing that raced through Morgan’s head as he turned to catch 
up. This whole situation was getting really har- difficult to keep track of, as Alex flip-flopped 
from not believing him to sort of believing him to actively toying with him, something he- he 
never did normally. At least not with Morgan. Sure he’d seen Alex torment heroes before but 
it- This was different- He- they- Fuck- Whatever this was it was making trying to stay 
focused next to impossible. Either I’m going to die or he is... 


“Not unless you want them to.” Morgan countered. “Which you do a lot, to be fair.” 


After a beat Alex nodded, “Yeah, I do... Well let me check.” And he paused again, to just 
close his eyes and reach out with his magical senses. After a second he blinked his eyes back 
open in surprise. “Well, shit. You’re right. I am cursed.” 


“Really?” Morgan asked relieved to have a solution for- for whatever the fuck all of this was. 
“Can you just- like un-curse yourself?” 


“T mean, I could, yeah...” 


“But?” Morgan asked recognizing the tone. 


“T’?d need to know what the curse was and this one’s-” 


“All fuzzy.” Morgan said with Alex and he just rubbed a hand over his face. “Of course it 
is...” And he sighed, “Well is it permanent?” 


Alex hummed as he mentally examined the magic, “Hmmm... I think it was supposed to be 
but my wards are already hacking it to pieces soooo... I think it’Il be gone in like a few 
hours.” And he shrugged before smiling. 


“Hallelujah.” Morgan muttered. 


“Keen on me remembering you?” Alex asked with a snort. 


“ Yes.’ Morgan grumbled and rubbed at his eyes. “Like I said before, I like it better when 
you remember I’m your best friend.” 


“Hmmm, I still don’t fully buy that. We’re clearly friends of some sort, but I still don’t think 
were best friends.” Alex semi-lied, eh it was more like a half truth at least, and smirked as 
Morgan shot him an annoyed look. 


“You are doing this just to piss me off, aren’t you?” Morgan demanded. 


“T mean, what do we even do when we hang out?” Alex asked ignoring Morgan’s question, 
“Do we really share enough hobbies to be ‘best’ friends?” He was still smirking and Morgan 
just let his head fall back and sighed, Joudly . 


“ You are the most annoying motherfucker on the planet...’ Morgan complained. “If you just 
want to keep hanging out, then say that." 


Alex just grinned winningly and Morgan snorted but lead the way back to his apartment. 


And true to his word, Morgan did show him what they usually did while hanging out. They 
played video games and talk and Morgan walked him through several of his up coming 
heists. And even when Alex couldn’t follow along with some of the more convoluted parts 
Morgan’s enthusiasm never faded. And then he filled Alex in on all the burglaries and thefts 
and other criminal activities he’d been up to while Alex had been in space. It’d been a great 
deal of fun, so much so that Alex hadn’t really noticed how late it was getting until Morgan 
got up to make dinner. 


He still couldn't remember Morgan, but that didn’t seem to stop Alex’s muscle memory from 
falling into step with him in his tiny kitchen. They made dinner together and ate together and 
cleaned up together. Overall it had been a very good time, outside his norm, but good none 
the less. 


And it let Alex do what he actually wanted to do, which was watch Morgan. To watch and 
gauge his reactions to Alex leaning in a little too close, but not quite touching, to his hungry 
stares, to his little subtle suggestive gestures. And there was something there, something 
Morgan hadn’t mentioned to him... Something that made the day’s activities feel a little more 
like a romantic date rather than just two platonic friends hanging out. 


Alex finally decided to act on that tension when Morgan finished putting something away on 
a top shelf in the kitchen. He’d had to stand up on his tiptoes and his shirt rode up just 
enough to reveal a little bit of skin just above his waistband as he stretched. 


Morgan turned to speak, to make a sarcastic comment about how that was actually where 
those glasses went- when suddenly Alex was just- there. Morgan damn near froze, back 
against the counter, Alex in front of him, that- that Jook on his face again. The hungry one. 
He’d seen it again- several times actually while they’d hung out but Morgan had made a 
point to just ignore it- him- how it made him feel. But it was hardee to ignore all of that this 
time. Not with Alex just right there , not with the smirk that pulled at his lips or how he lifted 


his hands and just rested them on the counter on either side of Morgan, trapping him further, 
but still not touching him. 


No, he had hardly touched Morgan all day, only that choke hold this morning and the jerk on 
his shirt to save him from that idiot driver. Morgan knew that he and Alex- that they hadn’t 
been comfortable with physical contact in their earlier days, so Morgan had just pegged it up 
to that and tried to do the same. It was- was odd to say the least, to not feel Alex brush 
against him in the kitchen or to just grab his arm while they talked, or elbowed him a little 
while playing games. But now Morgan wondered if this lack of contact was intentional on 
Alex’s part. Zo make me want it- No. No, he doesn t remember me- or know that... But even 
though he didn’t, the effect was still the same. Morgan’s fingers itched to grab hold of Alex- 
to just hook his fingers in his belt loops and tug him forward- No. No- Stop it. 


Finally Alex spoke, when he was certain Morgan wasn’t holding still because he was afraid 

or was going to try and push him away. His heart was racing from what Alex could hear, but 
he a pretty decent guess as to why. Especially when Morgan glanced from his eyes to mouth 
and back. No... no you certainly aren t a release. “So...” He hummed. 


Morgan held perfectly still, so still he realized he wasn’t breathing and had to draw ina 
breath to speak. It sounded raspy even to his own ear. Pull it together. “So? What is it?” He 
managed in a fairly level tone, he’d been aiming for annoyed but calm would have to do. 


“So we’ve spent all day together... And I’ve decided that I believe you.” He replied, keeping 
his voice low. 


“That you believe me? What? That we really do know each other?” Morgan snorted and tried 
to keep his hands from shaking as he crossed his arms over his chest. 


““Yes~ I even believe that we’re best friends...” And he let his words trail off as he watched 
Morgan swallow. 


“But.” Morgan questioned, trying his damnest to keep from stammering. 


“But-” And Alex leaned down further, leaned far enough into Morgan’s person space that he 
would be impossible to ignore. “ There is no way we havent slept together.” He purred and 
smirked when he heard Morgan’s heart skip a beat. 


“Why is that your hang up and not the you have amnesia part?” Morgan shot back, glaring 
just a little and praying to any god that would listen for Alex to just drop this. Morgan’s heart 
was hammering and Alex was just- just so close . All he’d have to do was just lean forward 
and he could kiss him. His amber cat’s eyes crinkled slightly as he smirked but they never left 
Morgan’s. It was making it really really difficult to think... that and the fact that a not so 
insignificant amount of blood was heading south, fast . “It’s so much more important.” 


“ Oh~” Alex snickered, ““We’ve definitely fucked . You’re just too much fun to have not gone 
a few rounds with.” 


Morgan wasn’t sure which he wanted more in that moment, to try and strangle Alex or to 
start dragging his clothes off. Why- why couldn t you have acted like this when we first met! ? 
A small voice in the back of his head demanded. But it still wouldn’t have happened, even 
back then. Morgan would have still been too afraid of Alex to have been in any shape to 
consent, even if he desperately wanted to. 


But with that line of reasoning it went to stand that an Alex that actually knew him, wasn’t 
interested. Because Alex never acted like this, he never insinuated or suggested or anything. 
He’d only ever made half assed jokes a handful of times and only when Morgan was 
thoroughly pissed at him. This- whatever this was, it wasn’t real. It- 1t wasn’t an informed 
decision. But that didn’t stop the lust and hunger and desire and need from pounding through 
him or threatening to make Morgan do something supremely stupid. 


“What did I do a bad job?” Alex teased as he took in Morgan’s utterly conflicted expression, 
“Because if I did-” And he smirked again, leaning in so he was just a breath away from 
Morgan, “- You have to give me a second chance~”’ 


“ T- This- this isn’t going to happen, Alex.” Morgan managed and Alex blinked and leaned 
back again. 


“Why?” Alex asked genuinely, he wasn’t wrong about this. He could practically see Morgan 
vibrating with need , so what was the issue? “I’ve seen the way you’ve been looking at me. 


You want this.” 


Morgan swallowed hard. “You’ve misinterpreted them.” Morgan... lied? “Regardless,” he 
said trying not to loose control of the conversation, or his will power, “Even if- if this was an 
option, you can’t give informed consent. Not to mention the fact that we are just friends. ” 


Alex started to argue but... Shit , Morgan was right. He couldn’t give informed consent. He 
didn’t know whatever Morgan knew about their relationship or lack thereof. Which... 
sucked. 


“well... damn it.” Alex muttered and pushed off the counter away from Morgan. 


Morgan nearly sighed with relief even if a part of him was screaming with abject 
disappointment and frustration. Fuck doing the right thing sucked sometimes... But consent 
wasn’t something to be played with and they clearly both knew that. 


Alex caught his relieved expression and snorted. “I definitely don’t believe you, though. 
There’s no way we are just friends.” 


“Oh for the love of god!” Morgan spat. “ Why is this so hard for you to believe?” 


“Because, a) I can hear your heart beat.” And he smirked at Morgan’s immediate return to 
bland indifference. “And b) I’m me .” 


“My heart rate could change for any number of reasons, one of which could be because the 
most powerful person in the universe is being a smug jackass in my kitchen. And just 
because you’re pretty doesn’t mean everyone is going to sleep with you.” Morgan retorted 
but Alex just looked unfazed. God damn overconfident, ridiculously attractive, completely 
composed bastard. For that alone Morgan wanted to drag Alex to the floor , just to show him 
who exactly would be the one in control. 


“Oh if that’s so true, then why won’t you just answer the question.” 


“What?” 


“Have we fucked?” Alex repeated, “You’ve never actually said that we haven’t.” 


Morgan opened his mouth and the closed it as he realized that Alex was right... he hadn’t. 
Not once had he actually said no they hadn’t slept together. Which left Morgan feeling a little 
out of sorts. He thought he’d been doing a fairly good job at keeping his- physical attraction 
towards Alex suppressed even as Alex made moves, but... Apparently subconsciously he’d 
basically been giving Alex, someone who as just as curious as he was, every reason to 
pursue. Shit... 


When Morgan just frowned but made no response Alex prompted him, “Oh come on... [I 
don’t understand why you’re not answering the question. *It’s not like it even matters at this 
point anyways. Besides* it’s not that... embarrass...ing...” Alex trailed off as a wave of 
memories just crashed over him. Four and a half years worth to be exact. And all the 
emotions and feelings and personal discoveries that had been made in those four and a half 
years. 


Like how he really did know Morgan. 


Or how he actually was best friends with Morgan. 


Or how was in love with Morgan... and had just spent most of the day trying to get into his 
pants. 


“ Fuck.” 


Morgan blinked as Alex just stared at him. Stared at him with a level of stunned 
understanding . “Did- Did you just get your memories back?” 


“Yup. Yeah I did...” He muttered and took another step back to just lean against the counter 
opposite to Morgan. 


Morgan watched Alex and couldn’t help the vindictive smirk that crossed he face as Alex 
seemed to deflate under the weight of all that returned knowledge and hopefully 
acknowledged stupidity . “So... are you gonna explain to me what the fuck was up with 
that?” 


“.. No. No I don’t think I will...” Alex muttered. Especially not since he’d just made an ass 
of himself. Morgan had pretty much smacked him down every time he’d even remotely 
suggested something or made a move. There was no way in hell he was going to tell Morgan 
that a now dead coven of witches put a curse on him that was supposed to make him forget 
what was most important to him because he killed on of their sisters or something. And I 
forgot Morgan... because of course I did. Because- because, oh god damn it. 


He didn’t know what he’d been thinking other that it seemed interesting and he was curious. 
And that I'd just spent three weeks in space trying to get over the fact that I’d fucked up my 
chance to tell the person I’m in love with that I’m in love with them because when he kissed 
me I froze. And now if I tell them it’ll be even more awkward because he didn t care even that 
we did kissed and because now he knows how much I want to sleep with him when he clearly 
isn t interested... Fuck. Me. 


“Okay... um...” Morgan muttered and stuffed his hands into his jeans pockets if only to try 
and- um, give himself a little more space in the stiff pants. Then he asked, with that same 
maliciousness as before, because if you made me suffer all day the least I can do is return the 
favor. “So you don’t think I’m a catch?” And he took immense joy in watching Alex wince. 


“In my defense... Everyone | have to interact with on a daily basis is supermodel levels of 
attractive, except for you... You’re very average.” He replied as he dragged a hand through 
his hair. Not that I wouldn t trade every single one of them for you in a heartbeat. 


Morgan narrowed his eyes, ““You know just cause something is true. Doesn’t mean you have 
to say it.”] Then after a beat he added, “You asshole.” And Alex snorted. 


“T- I mean you did ask...” Alex muttered trying to defend himself. 


And Morgan just shook his head, “Yeah I did... But it seems that me being average really 
didn’t bother you all that much.” 


Alex grimace and swore under his breath again. He was starting to feel his face heating up. 
“T- Sorry... For, uh, all of that.” 


Morgan tried not to let his apology hurt as much as it did. But it did confirm for him that an 
informed Alex- that his Alex really wasn’t interested in Morgan like that. Flirting with him- 
teasing him, had been a mistake. “Yeah, well...” And he shrugged, looking away. 


An awkward silence fell over the pair, one Alex just had to break. Curiosity had already dug 
him into this mess it’s not like it could get worse. Besides he just had to know. “...I uh... so 
why didn’t you say... we hadn’t?” 


Morgan glanced up at Alex, frowning, but his friend didn’t look smug or anything, just... 
uncertain. And it made Morgan's heart clench in a way he hadn't expected. 


So he lied. 


Like it was a reflex to the panic that uncertainty stirred up in his own chest. 


Morgan snorted, “Because you wouldn’t have believed me. Don’t forget, I remember just 
exactly how self-absorbed you were like when we first met.” 


“Just gotta rub salt in that wound...” Alex half-joked. 


“Yeah well you did try to strangle me this afternoon so...” Morgan shrugged. 


Alex fidgeted uncomfortably, “I- Look-” But Morgan’s laughter just cut him off. 


“Tt’s fine Alex. Really.” He laughed trying to brush as much of this away as he could. 
“Besides you only mostly cut off my air.” 


“Fuck- Morgan! I am sorry!” Alex whined , more than little embarrassed and a whole lot 
guilty. He put Morgan through a lot of- of unnecessary things today. Things he just wanted 
them to both forget. 


“For what? Being an arrogant asshole?” Morgan asked cheerily as he watched his friend 
squirm. “That’s okay I already knew that too.” 


“- jesus... You’re never going to let me live this down, are you?” 


“Nope.” Morgan replied with a grin. “Humility and guilt feel like good life lessons right 
now.” He chuckled before adding. “Oh and if you want try and make it up to me-” 


“-yes.” Alex interrupted jumping on a chance to escape this uncomfortableness. 


“Then make sure this-” And Morgan gestured broadly, “Doesn’t happen again.” 


“Ah, right.” And the pair fell quiet again. 


This time is was Morgan who broke it. “And Alex...”, but he waited until his friend looked 
up at him again, “I’m glad you’re back.” 


“Ha, so am I.” Alex laughed, still fighting the instinct to try and wipe all of this from their 
collective memories. But before he could say anything else Morgan’s phone rang. 


Brows drawing down Morgan fished his phone out of his pocket. The soft ring was for his 
‘work’ line. His phone had several numbers linked to it, one of which was the line that he had 
floating around in villain spaces for jobs or for people to hire him to steal something. He 
didn’t recognize the number off hand but answered it anyways. “Hello?” 


“Ah! Morgan!” Lissa replied excitedly. “It’s me, Lissa. Alex’s mom.” 


“T, uh, yes- I know, Hi Lissa...””» Morgan answered and glanced over at Alex in surprise. He 
looked equally surprised back. “Is everything okay?” 


“T was actually hoping to ask you the same thing, pumpkin.” She sighed, mic crackling. “I’ve 
been reaching out to some of my old contacts to see if any of them knew somebody who 
knew somebody who had a way to get in touch with you and I finally heard back from 
someone who did. You see, I got a strange phone call from Alex this morning and I just 
wanted to see if you knew what was going on.” 


“What? What’s wrong?” Alex questioned as he stepped closer, automatically heightening his 
hearing to listen in. 


Morgan’s heart swelled with warmth and he couldn’t keep the smile off of his face. “Oh, yes. 
Alex is fine now.” Morgan replied, turning away from his friend and hurried out of the 
kitchen as Alex pushed forward, clearly aiming to take the phone from him. “He was 
suffering from a short bout of amnesia and stupidity but he’s alright now.” 


“Oh he's always suffered from stupidity, heaven knows I’ve tried to help him do better.” She 
replied as she heard shuffling over the phone. Alex was probably in the room with Morgan 
and knowing his hearing was listening in. “I mean, you know not to just hang up on your 
mother when she’s worried about you, right?” 


He didn’t, but if Lissa was his mother, he sure as hell knew that. “Yes ma’am, I do.” Morgan 
replied as he ducked away from Alex, tilting his phone away from his mouth. “Your mom 
says you’ve always suffered from stupidity because you hung up on her.” Morgan stage 
whispered and heard Lissa giggle over the line. 


“Morgan- Would you just-” Alex start to say but his friend ran away with delighted glee, 
even going so far as to vault over the sofa. 


“Oh- you tell Alex, [ll talk with him more /ater. Right now I want to talk with you.” Lissa 
said having heard her son’s voice. 


“She said-”’ 


“Yes I heard her.” Alex grumbled interrupting Morgan. But he also stopped trying to chase 
his friend. 


“So~ What did you want to talk to me about Lissa?” Morgan beammed at Alex from the 
other side of the sofa he’d just jumped over. 


“Oh I just wanted to see if you were alright too? Alex didn’t cause you any trouble did he?” 


“Nothing, I couldn’t handle.” He chuckled. “But I am sorry it took you all day to reach me. 
Do you not have my number?” 


“No, Alex never gave it to me. Even though I ask. Repeatedly.” She hrmphed. “But I have it 
now.” She added her grin nearly audible. 


“Ah, not quite.” Morgan winced. “This is one of my work numbers. But if you have a pen 
handy I can give you my personal number. Something I clearly should have done at 
Christmas.” 


“Oh, just a second.” And she pulled he notepad towards herself. “Okay~” 


And Morgan relied his number to her. They chatted for a little while longer while Alex just 
glowered at him from across the room. Finally he said his goodbyes and promised to call her 
next week. When he hung up he just smirked at Alex. “... I think you are in so much trouble.” 


Scowling Alex crossed his arms, but all Morgan could see was a very guilty looking kid. God 
it was adorable. 


“Oh just- shut up. ” 


And Morgan laughed. 


And then much to Morgan’s delight and Alex’s dismay, Alex 5 phone started ringing. He 
closed his eyes and sighed before fishing his phone out to confirm the inevitable. Yup, it was 
his mom. “I... I got take this.” 


“Oh? You don t want to stand in my living room while your mom yells at you?” Morgan 
asked all false sweetness. 


“ No.” Alex grumbled but his friend just laughed again. 


“Well, once your mom’s done chewing you out. Text me and we can figure when we can grab 
lunch again this week and you can actually tell me about the death tournament this time.” 
Morgan snickered. 


“Ah... right. Yeah. Uh, see you later.” Alex said before snapping his fingers and vanishing in 
a small swirl of smoke. 


The second Morgan was alone again he collapsed onto his couch, scooped up a pillow, and 
just pressed it to his face. Screaming felt kind of pointless but maybe he could just smother 
himself instead. 


Today had been a disaster. And frustrated didn’t even begin to describe how he felt. 


It was going to be a Jong night. 
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Smoke billowed up into the sky. Fires burned all around. The street was broken and cracked, 
littered with debris from the wreckage of parked cars and destroyed store fronts. Sirens 
wailed, people screamed. A figure pushed themselves up to sitting after having been thrown 
to the ground and bounced across this small warzone. Arm broken, chest burning, blood 
dripping down their face. They blinked trying to clear it and the soot from their eyes as they 
wheezed trying to get just a little more air. 


A figure began to take shape in the swirling smoke before them. One walking slowly towards 
the bruised and beaten man... 


“ You- You won t get away with this-”’ Comic spat, as the figure drew near. Members of his 
team Day Hawk and Ink Blot lay nearby, unmoving, their blood soaking into the cracked 
asphalt underneath them. The street around them was nothing but a haze of smoke and 
rubble... but despite it all, he could still see his attacker's glowing yellow eyes. 


“Y-you’re nothing but a tyrant- ” He snarled, but before he could finish his insult a well 
polished shoe caught him in the chest, and sent him sprawling onto his back with a cough as 
something else in his chest snapped. “ GA-CK!” 


Alex didn’t bother to push down very hard, content to just keep this pathetic little hero pinned 
underneath his foot. “Not quite.” He tsked softly, but knew the other man could hear every 
word despite the screaming and the sirens wailing all around them. “ You see if I was a 
tyrant... I'd have wiped this pathetic little capital off the face of the earth long ago ...” Alex 
replied with a soft chuckle. 


Comic coughed and wheezed trying to shove at the foot slowly crushing him to death. “ The- 
then what are-are you?” He demanded in his final moments. 


Alex cocked his head and thought about it before finally just grinning. It was a wide smile, 
just a little too wide , with just a few too many teeth showing. He watched the hero 
underneath him panic further as he tucked his hands into his pockets and bent down. It was 
an instinctive fear, one no human or alien, as far as I know , was without. It was a fear of the 
unknown. And he watched as this dying hero came to grips with the fact that whatever 
creature Alex was, it wasn't from his reality. He was wrong of course, but otherness was a 
terribly difficult thing for humans to overcome. 


“ What Iam ... Is... Unamused. ” Alex whispered but before Comic could say anything else 
Alex put all of his weight onto the other man’s chest. 


* CRU-splat!* 


His foot crushed his ribs, caving in his torso and rupturing his heart. Blood sprayed from his 
mouth and gushed from around the wound as the compressed fluids fought their way free. 
Alex stood there for several more seconds just to watch the light leave the hero’s eyes before 
he straightened and stepped off of the corpse. 


This fight was supposed to have been a lot more fun, but their little green friend was still 
hiding out on Venus. One day he was going to get to fight Prof Alamos and that might 
actually prove worth while. But for now he was going to have to keep dealing with the little 
pests their government hired or resurrected or whatever until Alamos quit moping. Alex had 
tried to take the fight to him once before but he just. Kept. Running. The goddamned 
coward... But fighting a fleeing man who wouldn’t attack him back was no fun... So he just 
had to entice the quantum asshole into a fight somehow. 


Maybe this time the death of the Blind Fellows will be enough to make him show... 


And Alex waited. The smoke and screams still filled the air... It was quite lovely actually, the 
smoke carrying the sparks from the burning buildings up towards the twilight sky... The 
carnage was all so very satisfying. But after several long minutes of nothing happening Alex 
just sighed. If he was going to show he’d have done so by now. So with a shake of his head 
he pulled a hand out of his pocket and snapped, vanishing once more and leaving the city 
shaken and traumatized in his wake. 


Alex flopped onto his sectional, ash and blood free, wearing clean clothes, hair still a little 
damp from his shower. He had an earnings report in one hand and his phone in the other. The 
phone was infinitely more interesting at the moment because... well, he had received a text 
from Morgan while he’d been in the shower. 


Morgan, 6:12am: Dude! 


Morgan, 6:12am: That was so fucking awesome!! 


Alex grinned down at his phone and tapped out a quick reply. 


Alex, 6:34am: I’m glad you enjoyed it I take it you caught my fight on the news? 


Morgan, 6:34am: Fuck yeah i did 


Morgan, 6:34am: I even made Barnaby watch 


Alex snorted and set the report aside as he put his feet up on the coffee table. 


Alex, 6:35am: Why? What’d he do to piss you off? 


Morgan, 6:35am: ??? 


Morgan, 6:35am: Nothing? 


Morgan, 6:35am: He was over playing videogames when i got the alert so I switched it 
over to watch the fight 


Alex just shook his head, smiling. Morgan sometimes forgot that other people didn’t... 
appreciate his fights the way always Morgan did. 


Alex, 6:36am: Nevermind 


Alex, 6:36am: So you have plans for tonight? 


Morgan, 6:36am: Yeah I’ve got dinner plans remember 


Ah, shit. Yes, he did remember...And he wasn’t happy about it. 


Alex, 6:36am: Oh, right. Are you sure you don’t want me to go with you or something? 


Morgan, 6:37am: Nah it should be fine 


Morgan, 6:37am: But if that changes III yelp lol 


Alex frowned down at his phone. He knew Morgan was joking... mostly. But it didn’t make 
Alex feel any better. J should figure out a better way for you to reach me if you need help 
than just ‘yelping’ or calling me... 


Alex, 6:38am: Alright, fine. Just be safe or whatever 


Morgan, 6:38am: Or whatever 


Alex, 6:38am: You know what I mean 


Morgan, 6:38am: I do 


Morgan, 6:38am: III text you when i leave there and when i get back to my place okay 


Alex, 6:38am: Thanks 


Morgan, 6:38am: Always dude 


Alex sighed and tossed his phone down on the sofa. The last two weeks had been... okay- 
fine even. Well besides that mix up with the orphanage and the hospital but honestly who 
could blame him, they were both called St. Christopher’s, really it could happen to anyone. 
But other than that things had been fine. 


Alex stared up at his lovely vaulted ceiling, and folded his hands over his stomach. He and 
Morgan had gotten lunch and had hung out several more times since he’d gotten back from 
space. One of which was more of a tagging spree Morgan had gone on to continue to harass 
Jake? Jackson?... whoever, the Tool CEO, after his asinine statements from earlier in the 
month. It’d been fine- fun! It’d been normal, just them hanging out like always... Which was 
good. Really good. Morgan had clearly moved passed his... lapse in memory and didn’t seem 
at all bothered by it. That was good. It was. 


Really. 


Alex just closed his eyes and pinched the bridge of his noes. He was happy Morgan didn’t 
seem to care. That he hadn’t fucked something up... but also... Morgan didn t care. And that 
was the part that hurt. 


He hadn’t been wrong in his assumption about Morgan... finding him attractive. But he also 
knew that already. Morgan, and most of the planet, admitted to finding Alex attractive. But as 
Morgan had so elegantly put it ‘Just because you’re pretty doesn t mean everyone wants to 
sleep with you.’ And Morgan was right, attraction and desire were two different things and 
Morgan didn’t... desire a relationship like that. 


Maybe that’s just because you couldn t remember... Whispered that desperate lovesick part of 
himself. And maybe it was right... Maybe Morgan really had only said no because he 
couldn’t remember... but he didn’t know for certain. He- He hadn’t been able to sense 
Morgan’s emotions at all while he’d had amnesia. So clearly that whole mess has more to do 
with who Morgan is to me than just me being near him all the time... That new tidbit aside he 
couldn’t tell what Morgan was feeling, he- he’d stirred Morgan up but that didn’t mean he 
wanted to follow through. And he didnt make any moves back, not even after I could 
remember... 


He let his hand fall back to his chest and just stared up at the ceiling morosely. Alex was in 
love with Morgan and he was attracted to him. He wanted both . Romantic and sexual, and 
Morgan... didn’t. 


At least not with me. 


And again he had to tamp down that jealous possessive urge to just kidnap Morgan and stick 
him in his treasure vault. Mine, mine, mine- But Morgan wasn’t his. Morgan wasn’t a thing. 
And Alex had just been given a very good reminder about how upset Morgan still was that 
Alex had even tried something remotely like that in the first place. No, he couldn’t trap 
Morgan, couldn’t gift him with a gilded cage. It wouldn’t get him what he wanted, only 
destroy what they already had. 


He couldn’t make Morgan love him... 


God this- all of this just-! Relationships are so much easier when you dont love them... Alex 
thought again for the hundredth time. He’d loved Stacy Jane... sort of. J thought I did, 
anyways... But she had been about it, just a high school sweetheart, when he hardly knew 
who he wanted to be or be with. All the rest of his other relationships had been... passionate, 
yes but there was no love in them. Violence? Sex? Heat? Yes, but not love. And I never 
wanted them to last... But what he wanted with Morgan was... different. 


He wanted... mundane? Or maybe normal?... no, comfortable. He wanted comfort... and 
trust... and warmth . A warmth that could burn as hot as any flame but wouldn’t go out just 
smolder back down... He wanted something that would /ast . He wanted to be able to sit on 
the sofa and just have Morgan curl into him like it was the most natural thing in the world. 
He wanted whatever they'd had pretended to have at Christmas... 


Alex just closed his eyes and shook his head. It’d been months now, nearly five, but he could 
still remember just how good that had been. How good it was to just have Morgan with him. 
To wake up with him in his arms, to get up together, to sit together, even if they were doing 
separate things, just to be able to cuddle and touch and- and just be. He wanted to be able to 
just go home and have Morgan be there- or at least to know he would be coming back home 
too. That it was both their home. He wanted to be able to just have that . To have Morgan not 
hesitate to crawl into his lap and nap even though Alex was in the middle of something 

else: x; 


God, he could see it. Could see Morgan, sleepy and smiling looking up at him, his head 
resting comfortably in his lap. Alex could practically feel how Morgan would lean into his 
touch as he brushed his shaggy hair out of his face. How he would capture Alex’s hand and 
kiss it softly... And then the scene changed- or Morgan did. 


He looked a little older, more wisps of gray now scattered through his hair. Smile lines more 
visible and crow’s feet framing his beautiful brown- hazel- they’re hazel, damn it. Just like 
his siblings... hazel eyes as they smiled up at him, glasses tucked into a front breast pocket. 
Voices were speaking in that scene, young ones... ones asking for Dad and Pa- 


Alex sat up with a start, feet slapping back down to the plush rug in his living room. His heart 
was practically in his throat as panic and alarm and a deep needy ache filled his chest. He 
didn’t just want a relationship with Morgan... he wanted a future with him. Jesus christ- we- 
we aren t even dating-! spiraled his thoughts as he looked around his living room for any sort 
of distraction. 


And he blinked in surprise, e mbarrassed surprise, at what he found. 


It was full of butterflies. Gold and red translucent butterflies. Each one left a trail of glittery 
light and sparkles in its wake. They were all a very intricate and beautiful illusion, like flying 
and gliding works of art as they soared around him... 


With a sharp jerk of his hand each one of the little bastards burst into illusory flames and 
plummeted to the ground, burning out before they could reach the hardwood floors. And as 
he caught his breath, he tried to pretend that his face didn’t feel quite so warm. 


He puffed out a breath and raked his fingers through his hair. “ Son of a bitch...” But before 
he could berate himself any further his phone chimed. He scooped it up, desperate for the 
distraction- hell he was nearly willing to actually read the earnings report from the first 
quarter like he said he would. It was a notification reminding him of his appointment with his 
lovely tailor and designer this evening. 


She was remarkably good at her job and was one of the few tailors Alex had found that he 
both liked and trusted to know how to make a statement, a villainous one. He wanted a new 
suit, one he hoped that would capture the angular irregular geometry of his new pocket 
watch. He was thinking something with a vest, maybe... with sharp glossy lines zigzagging 
across it, like broken glass... That and he had a pet project for her. 


Alex stood and with a quick tug on his clothes, they were replaced with a charcoal pinstriped 
suit, but without all the sinister embellishments this time. It was one of her designs and he 
thought that might help his extra request go down smoother. His project for her was actually 
for Morgan, someone who was not one of her clients. She had some pretty strict rules about 
who she did and did not make clothes for but he didn’t think Morgan violated any of her 
rules. And he needed her help. 


Alex seriously doubted Morgan had given his sister’s invitation another thought since late 
last March, but Alex had. Villain chique... That was a fun concept and one he’d already 
worked out for himself. His attire would need to make a statement, but so would Morgan’s. It 
would be the first time he’d see most of his extended family in over ten years outside of their 
masks. That mattered, not just for his credibility but also psychologically. He needed to look 
the part and feel comfortable doing so and the petite Edith Most would certainly know where 
to start. 


Alex adjusted his shirt cuffs a little before he scooped up his phone and tucked it back into 
his pocket. Edith wouldn’t mind if he arrived a little early. Besides just sitting here isn t doing 
me any good... And after once more quick glance around the room to make sure all the 
treacherous butterflies were gone he snapped his fingers and vanished. 


Morgan walked up the short path and tried not to let the memories of the last time he’d been 
here cloud his thoughts or let Barnaby’s words from an hour ago get to him too much. 


[They were sitting on the sofa together, mid Smash tournament when Morgan got an alert on 
his phone. One glance at the headline had him pausing the game and snatching up the remote 
to change the input back to the cable box. “Dude dude dude dude!” Morgan laughed as he 
switched to the Today's Earth News Channel and promptly muted it. Morgan didn t want to 
hear the bullshit the reports were saying about the Devourer. He only really cared about the 
live footage anyway. “Check it out- Check it out-! *Alex* is kicking ass!” 


Barnaby who'd been startled by Morgan’s sudden movements, adjusted his glasses a little as 
the camera person panned to show the utter destruction in DC streets. Alex couldn t have 
been there for every long before the camera crews got out there but it already looked like a 
warzone. It made his heart drop a little... so much pain and hurt and fear... And there wasn t 
really anything he could do to fix it. “Y-yes Morgan I- Iam aware that Alex is currently... 
massacring their way through the B-Blind Fellows...” 


“Massacre?” Morgan questioned, looking away from the screen to give Barnaby a sideways 
glace. “It’s not a massacre! Like- look at that!” And he gesture to back to the screen as Alex 
just side stepped an energy blast smoothly, only to catch Day Hawk's next punch and fling 
him into a nearby parked car. “That’s poetry in motion, if anything!’’] 


Barnaby just glanced at Kotetsu. ‘Do you think he hears himself or no?’ Kotetsu just 
thumped his tail once. ‘Yeah I didn t think so.’ To Morgan he said, “P-poetry in motion?” 


“Yeah! I mean- Oh! Just look at that!” Morgan enthused, missing Barnaby 8 tone. 


“Uh-huh... I- Tam...” But he waited until the live feed cut back to the news room before 
saying anything else. “So... H-have you talked w-with Alex yet?” 


“Hmm?” Morgan hummed and looked back at Barnaby. “Since hes been back from space? 
Yeah- yeah we’ve talked, why?” 


Barnaby just rolled his eyes, Morgan clearly missing his point. “Have you-you told him you- 
you like him?” And then he added, “R-romantically. That-that you like him romantically.” He 
clarified before Morgan could willfully misunderstand him. 


No. He hadn’t. But he hadn’t needed to because he didn’t . He didn’t like Alex 
romantically... Or at least he wasn’t going to let himself get anywhere near that point. 
Especially not after what happened a few weeks ago, there-d-beneo-point.— What he actually 
needed to do was get past all of this- whatever that had been stirred up last Christmas while 
they were... pretending . 


Peony- she’d been wrong before, there wasnt anything there- between us, before this year... 
We were just friends and she just had love and weddings on the brain. And now I’m just being 
stupid because she put the idea in my brain... 


And if he didn’t try to make himself believe that, really believe it... Fhren-htsheart-weuld 
ingttke+t i itt——So he did. He believed it with all his being. Because 
he didn’t really have another choice. Not one that would let him keep Alex in his life. 


So its fine, and there's no need to talk with Alex about this, and I'll just get over this- this 
crush thing, and that’s that. 


Morgan shook his head a little trying to clear his mind before he rapped on the door twice 
and waited. He only adjusting the wine bottle and flowers in his grip a little. A few moments 
later the door popped up and he was greeted by a familiar face. 


“Morgan~” Peony giggled and pulled him inside. 


“Hey P~” He laughed and let her give him a quick hug, one he couldn’t really return while 
his hands were full. “It’s good to see you.” 


“Same.” She laughed again before stepping back. “Here let me take these-” And she reached 
for the flowers, but Morgan pulled them away and handed her the wine bottle instead. 


“You take that.” He chuckled just as Dave wandered in, drying his hands on a kitchen towel. 
He looked a little stiff, just like that first time they'd met at Morgan’s place. Well it could be 
worse he could have pulled out a shield or something... 


“Hey, Morgan. So... who are the flowers for then?” He asked trying to not sound wary and 
mostly managing it. 


Morgan smirked a little, “For you actually.” He he handed the bouquet of daises to Dave. 


Startled, the taller man took them and just blinked at Morgan in surprise, “I- what?” 


Still grinning Morgan just clapped him on the arm before strolling on passed him, “Yup.” 


Peony laughed at Dave’s stunned expression and followed after Morgan who was already 
getting down a vase from where she kept them above the fridge. Dave still in shocked 
followed after his fiancée. Finally when he reached the kitchen he found his voice again, 
“why?” 


“Because,” Morgan laughed and passed his sister the vase. “Flowers are disarming and as a 
guy I know we don’t get them very often so I figured it’d be a nice way to completely throw 
you off for the rest of the night so we didn’t have to do this whole awkward ‘but you're a 
villain’ thing again.” He answered absolutely honestly. “So what’s for dinner?” 


The couple stared at him, one stunned and the other amused. 


“T told you~” Peony practically sang, “He’s a completely different person than the one you 
saw with my parents.” 


“T... [thought you were kidding.” He muttered still just holding the crinkly bouquet. 


“Nope.” Morgan snickered, popping the p as he sent Dave a nearly identical grin as his 
sister. 


“ Christ ... you’re both just like this , aren’t you?” And at his words their grins turned just a 
little fiendish, he knew to fear that look on Peony (mostly it was a good thing but still). On 
Morgan it looked a little crazed. 


“Oh nooo. ” Morgan hummed, “She’s much more well-rounded than I am.” 


Peony however took pity on her soon-to-be-husband and dropped the manic sibling act. “ 
Dave, honey... This-” And she gestured between her and Morgan, “-was why I really wanted 
to do this. So you could actually meet Morgan and not the- the-” 


“Parent appropriate version?” Morgan suggested, still smirking as his steel earring studs and 
ear cuffs caught the light. 


“The toned down version.” She said instead, “This is the person who I’m talking about when 
I say ‘Morgan did x, y, or z’ or ‘When we were kids Morgan and I did blank.’” 


Morgan wanted to throw in a few more quips but he really was trying to make this work too 
so took his cue from his sister and toned down the mania again. He could act like a gremlin 
with Peony more later but for now he should probably be an adult... eh, or at least adult 
adjacent. 


Dave glanced from Peony to Morgan and back before just sighing. “Alright, alright...” He 
said before just leaning down and kissing Peony’s forehead. 


“Thanks~” She hummed back and started to take the flowers from Dave, but again they were 
pulled away. 


“Oh no. These are mine. I can put them in the vase myself.” He chuckled and took the vase 
from his fiancée. 


Peony just snorted and stepped back to let him do so, but before Dave stepped over to the 
sink he paused in front of Morgan. “... You’re... You’re not who everyone thinks you are.” It 
wasn’t a question, so much as a statement of fact, but he still searched Morgan’s face for his 
reaction. 


Morgan just smirked and tucked his hands into his back pockets, “I have no idea what you’re 
talking about, Dave. I’m just a nobody.” 


“ Right.” Dave snorted as he turned for the sink. “Well the burgers have ten more minutes on 
the grill, so...” 


“Then why don’t I help set the table.” Morgan offered pulling up the sleeves on his thin long 
sleeve shirt. The thick leather cuff on his wrist went nicely with the steel studs in his ears and 
the simple pendent around his neck. No he definitely wasn’t going to be ‘toned down’ 
tonight, just... sensibly crazy. 


Dinner had gone very well. Peony had only had to wack her brother twice when he went out 
of his way to embarrass her in front of Dave. And Dave seemed to have warmed back up to 
Morgan again too. It made her feel so- so- so happy . So happy to see two of the most 
important people in her life really getting along. [f only I could get Strider and Morgan on the 
same page... Then we might all be able to help Mom and Dad... But she was pulled out of 
her thoughts as Morgan wandered into the kitchen. 


“Why the long face, Peewee?” He asked carrying several plates, Dave just behind him. 


Peony scowled at her brother and snapped back, “Don't call me that Mojo jojo!” But her 
brother just beamed at her as he handed her the plates. 


“ Mojo jojo?” Dave muttered as he set the rest of the dishes in the sink. 


“Morgan Jack.” Morgan replied pointing at himself and still chuckling, but he didn’t look 
away from his sister as he pointed towards her, “And Peewee Herman.” 


“Oh knock it off.” Peony grumbled and smacked Morgan’s hand away. 


“But her middle name is Diego. Where did you get Peewee Herman from?” Dave laughed. 


“She couldn’t pronounce her name very well when she was little and ‘Peony’ kept coming 
out ‘Peewee’ and it stuck.” Morgan replied delightedly. 


“T had a lot of vowels in it!” Peony complained. “Leave me alone.” 


“True and it could be worse, your middle name could have been Chadwick .” Morgan 
snickered. 


“W-what?” Dave laughed, “Oh- oh god- Strider’s middle name isn’t Chadwick, is it?” 


“Yes. Yes it is .’ Morgan said with malicious glee. “He hates it. Feel free to tell him I told 
you.” And Morgan just continued to grin as Dave laughed. Peony however just rolled her 
eyes and dried her hands, she could finish the dishes later. 


When Dave caught his breath he just shook his head and swiped at his eyes. “I guess you’re 
happy you ended up with just Jack then, huh?” Dave asked as he moved over to the fridge. 
“Another beer?” 


“T was, yes.” Morgan replied, tucking his hands back into his pockets. “And, nah. I’m 
driving.” 


Dave pulled out one for himself since he wasn’t... and because normal alcohol really didn’t 
effect him. He did however catch Morgan’s use of past tense. “Was?” He asked just popping 
the lid off with his bare hands. 


“Was.” Morgan confirmed, “I changed my name when I was 20. I’m Morgan Bolten now... 
which you should have know after reading my FA file.” Morgan snorted. 


Dave looked a little sheepish as he moved over to recycle the cap in the bin underneath the 
sink. “Uh...” 


Morgan laughed and pushed off of the counter of he could get out a glass for water. “It’s fine. 
I know you and P, and Stri, and my parents all look at it. You’re heroes so it doesn’t surprise 
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me. 


“Fair enough... But I had actually wondered about that. I didn’t know if that was something 
you had done or if...” 


“Ellen and Rob had?” Morgan finished as he stepped over to the fridge. “No I did that 
myself. Morgan Jack Smolt doesn’t exist anymore. I’m just Morgan Bolten and you won’t be 
able to find any records that say otherwise. Physical or digital.” 


Dave wasn’t sure what else to say as Morgan filled up his glass with ice and water. Peony 
was quiet too and she had that sad little wrinkle between her eyes as she looked at her 
brother. Oh... they dont share a name anymore... 


“But since were on the topic... did you have any more questions?” Morgan asked as he 
turned back around. “I’m not sure how many details you got from my family and Peony 
about my whole ‘situation’ . But if you’re gonna to be family then you have a right to know 
what all you’re about to step into.” 


“T know... some.” Dave muttered and sipped from his beer. 


“How much is some?” Morgan asked glancing at Peony. 


She shrugged a little and crossed her arms. “I... I didn’t really tell him a whole lot besides the 
basics. It’s- It’s not my story...” 


Morgan smiled a little at her, “Thank you for that but... You and I both know how much fun 
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surprises are so... How about we sit and I can elaborate on ‘some’. 


“You uh, you don’t have to Morgan... I know it probably isn’t an... easy thing to talk about.” 
Dave replied just glancing between Peony, who looked more sad now, and Morgan who just 
looked... politely bland, but he snorted at Dave’s words and his expression grew a little 
edged. 


“Ha- no. There’s not much about my life that’s been easy ...” And he shrugged, “But at the 
very least I think you should hear my side of events, just know you have the whole picture.” 


“T guess that’s fair.”” Dave muttered and just slipped an arm around Peony. She leaned into 
him and sighed. And when Morgan moved- headed out the kitchen, he caught Morgan’s 
glance at Peony, the expression he had when he thought no one was looking. Grief and 
acceptance... This really isn t going to be fun for anyone. It was a good thing then that Dave 
was pretty familiar with ‘not fun’ when it came to origin stories... 


The trio ended up on the sectional in the living room instead of back at the table. Peter, 
Dave’s cat, deigned to get up and investigate this new person. Morgan reached out a hand to 
the cat and let him smell his hand. 


“Careful, he’s very crotchety so don’t take it personally if he doesn’t like you.” Dave 
warned. 


“Tt’s okay... I like cats.”” Morgan chuckled and just waited until Peter started to headbutt his 
hand. Then he pet the cat a few times before backing off to not push his boundaries. 


Peony blinked as she sat. “He... He didn’t even bite you. It took ages before he would even 
let me pet him.” She complained a little as Morgan took his seat. 


“What?” He laughed, “I said I like cats. And they mostly like me.” 


“*’.. Maybe he just likes men better.” She muttered as Dave cuddled her in when he sat. 


He just kissed the top of her head again, “Maybe, but he likes you now.” 


“After months of bribing him with salmon.” She grumbled. 


If only that worked on Alex... Morgan thought with a smile. Though usually when he’s 
annoyed if I can get him to roll over and pet his tummy he forgives me... And I definitely 
shouldnt say any of that out loud. And Morgan shook the thought from his head as the 
couple diagonal from him settled. 


Once they had, Morgan spoke, “So... the short version...Um, so this is a little easier if I just 
run through the whole thing from my side and then you can ask questions, cool?” 


When he got a nod he blew out a breath. “So... my version of events are that my parents 
were emotionally abusive because I didn’t have a suitable power for heroism. And then tried 
to gaslight me into thinking that the tutor they’d hired and were friends with wasn’t 
physically or emotionally abusing me for being queer under the pretenses of ‘tough love and 
training’. But I didn’t buy it. What was happening was wrong, and I wasn’t crazy or 
overreacting. Then after being put through that for over a year and my powers never 
‘improved’, they told me the only way I could be a hero was if I was Strider s sidekick .” 


And Morgan had to just pause for a second. He wasn’t looking over at the pair on the sofa but 
he could still see that they’d both tensed up. He didn’t really care. He’d found out with Dr. 
Haylie’s help that this was so much easier to just say all at once rather than letting people 
interrupt him. Like ripping off a bandaid. 


“..S0-” He went on, “At 15 I ran away from home, becoming both a highschool dropout and 
homeless in one fell swoop.” He snorted knowing that had been a sticking point for his 
family for quite awhile. But what do I know? I’m just a drop out... “I lived on the streets and 
learned how to pickpocket and steal and found out I was actually kind of decent at both. Then 
when turned 18 I managed to convince someone to let me rent an apartment. After that I 
worked my way up the ranks as a villain and made a name for myself.” 


“That’s really the gist of it from my side,” Morgan said with a shrug and sat forward to grab 
is water. “But you should know that during my early years as a villain both my family and 
extended family tried to kidnap, trap, or otherwise detain me in various ways ‘to help me turn 
away from a life of crime’, most of which I avoided or escaped from. But some stuff changed 
with Ellen and Rob, I guess... And when they found out Peony and I had reconnected and 
had been meeting in person pretty regularly, they told me- well demanded actually that we try 
to reconcile our differences because they wanted me back in their lives... Which was almost 
two years ago, now, I think. And that pretty much brings us up to the present... Oh and I’m 
going to therapy.” Morgan added with a small chuckle before sipping at his drink, “I 
apparently needed it.” 


Dave and Peony sat in silence for several moments, but Dave did tighten his grip on Peony’s 
waist. He’d heard... part of this. Most of it actually, but only in bits and pieces never just 
bluntly layed all out before. It was pretty much what he’d figured but... There was probably 
a /ot more to this- to the long version. With details and grief and anger and heartache, not just 
sarcastic disinterest. He’d sat in the room with Peony during some of her therapy sessions 
and she’d given him her whole story before... He knew there was a lot more here. And so did 
Peony. He could feel her trying not to shrink into his side. Trying to be brave, to be fine... Oh 
my daisy... It’s okay... you dont have to be okay. And he rubbed at her hip a little. 


Finally he just said, “... that’s... a lot.” 


Morgan nodded and set his glass down. “Well I did sort of condense 12 years of my life into a 
few minutes so... yeah, it is. But that’s the basics from my side. Did you have any questions 
or anything?” 


Dave opened his mouth and closed it again, before just settling on, “Are you okay?” 


That... wasn’t what Morgan had expected him to say... He’d figured Dave would ask the 
usual round of ‘are you sure’s and ‘did it really happen like that’s and ‘aren’t you 


overreacting a little bit’s. So his words actually surprised a bit of honesty out of Morgan, 
“No, I’m not.” He laughed, “But I’m working on it.” 


Peony looked up from her hands and lap at Morgan’s words. It was- she’d hardly ever heard 
him admit that he wasn’t okay. That things were bad. And when she caught his gaze she 
could see some of the reflexive snark and apathy peel away. He looked... a little sad and a 
little hurt and a whole hell of a lot tired. “Morgan...” 


Morgan shrugged and smiled a little but it wasn’t really the happy kind. “I am working on it 
Peony... I know that it’s- it’s hard for you to hear but-” 


“No- No you big dumb dummy.” She interrupted practically jumping forwards. “Yes- yes it 
sucks that it hurts and things suck but- but you re not okay and that’s okay. That’s- that’s 
freaking spectacular. Because now- now you can try to make it okay, you know? Because you 
know it’s not.” She babbled a little as she caught his hand in both of hers. “You’re not okay 
and that’s okay.” She repeated. 


Morgan just blinked at her in surprise, but squeezed her hand back reflexively. “I... But...” 


“You don’t have to protect me any more Morgan - You don’t have to hide and pretend you’re 
not hurt because I’m a kid and don’t understand. I do- I do understand. And I can help- Jet me 
help too.” She urged. Fucking therapy! The whole damned world should be in therapy. 


Morgan searched her face and just saw her urgency- her need for him to understand- to let her 
help him. It was love, plain and simple love. And his eyes started to sting a little, to well with 
the tears threatening to choke him. He coughed and looked away but held on to her hands. “ 
Well- Jesus, I wasn’t expecting to cry at dinner today- so thanks for that.” He laughed and 
swiped at his face before the tears could fall. 


“Yeah, well tough shit.” Peony replied grinning not bother to wipe at her own welling tears. 
“Families make each other cry sometimes.” 


Morgan snorted again but looked back up when his eyes weren’t stinging anymore. And he 
blew out a breath. “Look P... I'll try . I will, but it’s... been hard enough for me to just let 


Alex help me, you know? ...I- I’m still not used to it, okay?” 


“Do or do not. There is no try.” She quoted back one of his favorite retorts growing up and he 
laughed. She smiled and didn’t comment on how Alex was the person he’d let in enough to 
help him try and cope. She wasn’t surprised of course but it said a lot more about their 
friendship than Morgan probably realized. 


“Fine- fine!” He laughed, “I will, alright?” 


“Good.” She grinned and squeezed his hand again before letting go and leaning back against 
Dave. Now wasn’t the time to dig into all of this more, but she could now- she could reach 
out now and know he wasn’t going to shut her out anymore. Dave rubbed her back and she 
just snuggled in closer while Morgan coughed and rubbed his hands on his jeans while trying 
to settle himself again. 


“So... yeah... that aside... Um... Was there anything else you wanted to know?” Morgan 
asked, “Now’s sorta your best chance to ask. I might not answer but at least you’ve got a 
shot at filling the story in a little more.” Morgan muttered as he sat back, crossing his booted 
feet at the ankles, in an attempt at composure once more. 


Dave sort of shrugged and rested his free hand over one of Peony’s. “I... don’t really kn- 
Wait, yes actually...” 


“Okay shoot.” 


“What’s uh, what’s up between you and Strider? I know he’s-” 


“An entitled self-centered homophobic asshole?” Morgan interjected. 


“.. 1, uh... yeah. But is that why...?” Dave asked still hedging a little. 


“Why I hate his fucking guts?” Morgan finished with a snort. “Well it’s certainly a 
contributing factor...” Then after a pause Morgan finally just decided to go with the truth. 
“He was a bully when we were kids...” 


“Oh-” 


“And then he outed me to my parents.” 


(<4 Oh. 99 


And Morgan sneered a bit. “Yeah... They obviously didn’t take it very well and figured me 
being Bi was ‘a phase’ and Strider who took their words as gospel ran with that homophobia 
and cranked it up to 11. He and his friends would bully me at school for it. And I’m pretty 
sure he’s the one that told my tutor that I was Bi too, and that fucker was sure he could beat 
the gay out of me , so... Being told I had to be Strider’s sidekick was the last fucking straw.” 


“Ah...” Dave muttered weakly and Morgan just snorted. “That... makes a lot more sense 


99 


now. 


“T still don’t think he was the one that told-” 


“No.” Morgan snapped out, interrupting his sister. “No names.” 


Peony blinked at Morgan’s outburst and he just crossed his arms. “But-” 


“No. I want plausible deniability.” Morgan muttered darkly. That and he still hadn’t told Alex 
this bit. He didn’t think his friend was listening in but still he didn’t want it getting back to 
Alex through some other source. 


“fine. But I still don’t think Strider told him... I think it was Mom and Dad.” She muttered 
wincing. 


Morgan who was still glowering didn’t say anything right away. Finally he managed to put 
his anger away and blew out a slow breath. “... it doesn’t really matter anyways. But yes, I 
hate Strider for a lot more than just because he’s the favorite .” And he caught the way Dave 
grimaced when he said it. “I bet that’s what Strider told you, huh? That we’re at each other 
throats because I’m jealous and he just doesn’t understand why I hate him so much.” 


“Uh, something like that. It didn’t sound true at the time and not after... uh, seeing you two 
interact. He’s almost always the instigator...” Dave muttered. 


“ Yup .” Morgan agreed, arms still crossed. “He just loves pissing me off, so he can play the 
victim.” 


“T- he- he just doesn’t understand you.” Peony managed, trying again to mend that rift. 
Morgan had every right to be mad, Strider was an asshole most of the time, but he’d also 
never seen their older brother so beside himself that he nearly vibrated through the floor 
because he couldn’t stand that ‘Morgan was hurting himself like this’. Strider cared. He did. 
He just... was fucked up to. 


“ Nor does he want to.” Morgan ground out, but he just shook his head when Peony tried to 
speak again. “No, P- I... I don’t really want to hear it... I just can’t.” 


And she blew out her breath in a sigh, deflating. If Morgan wasn’t ready to hear something 
than he wasn’t ready. Mules acted like angels next to her brother most days. “Fine, fine...” 


And a tense silence fell over the little group, one Morgan had mostly caused... “So... how’s 
the wedding planning going? Did you find a dress yet?” He asked obviously changing the 
topic. 


Peony, old hat at this, caught the ball smoothly. “ Did I find a dress yet?” She scoffed. 
“Morgan. I’ve had a dress picked out for years. ” 


Morgan snorted and sat up as she tugged out her phone. While she scrolled to the right 
picture she glanced up at Dave. “Don’t look.” She ordered and Dave, to his credit, managed 
to change gears fairly well too. 


“Uh- right. No looking.” And he put a hand over his face and tilted his head back. 


Oh god... he’s fucking perfect for her. Morgan thought trying not to roll his eyes as Peony 
half climbed over her husband-to-be to show Morgan her phone. It was a photo of- oh its 
her... It was his baby sister in her wedding gown. It was white and gorgeous with intricate 
beadwork all down the bodice and a massive tulle skirt. She had a veil on with a tiara and the 
dress had a train from what he could tell... “ Peony... ” he breathed and looked up at her. 


Peony just beamed as she watched Morgan’s face. She couldn’t tell him that Strider had just 
that exact same reaction... not today, but he did. They both did. Stunned, delighted, 
overwhelmed joy. That was what she wanted at her wedding. “I look like a princess~” She 


giggled. 


“Yeah- yeah you do.” He laughed, but before he could say anything else, Dave caught hold of 
Peony and tugged her back. 


“Wedding dress or not she always looks like a princess~” He laughed while she squeaked in 
delight. 


“Daaaave~!” 


“My Princess Daisy~” Dave continued before finally plopping her down next to him again 
and Morgan snorted. 


“Princess Daisy, cute.” 


And Dave just shot him a sheepish look. “It sorta just stuck. Flowers and all.” 


“Yeah I bet.” Morgan teased. 


“You're just jealous no one’s calling you princess.” Peony retorted primly, which was spoiled 
by her then sticking her tongue out at him. 


However Morgan’s snappy reply died on his lips as he realized that yes, yes he was in fact 
jealous that no one was calling him princess. Well... fuck. Okay then. I- I'm just going to 
unpack that later... Instead he managed to snort and roll his eyes, “Whatever. Now tell me 
more about the wedding plans.” 


To which Peony and Dave both expanded upon wonderfully. He might not be quite the 
planner she was but Dave clearly liked making her happy and the wedding process was, so 
Dave was just as invested in it as she was. Another check mark for Dave. At this right he’s 
just gonna be a green flag parade all by himself . Morgan thought idly as yet another swatch 
of fabric was passed to him, this one for the napkins. 


“So we went with this style napkins because it will match-” Peony was starting to explain 
when both her’s and Dave’s phone let out two very sharp beeps. They glanced at each other 
before snatching up their phones. 


“What?” Morgan asked as he watched them both read quickly. Peony looked grim and Dave 
looked sort of pissed. And then he glared up a Morgan. 


“You- you was this some sort of trick?” He half demanded, getting to his feet but he was 
hurrying away as he spoke, heading down the hall towards their bedroom. 


“T... the fuck?” And he glanced from the pissed off hero to his sister, recognizing the shift to 
captain tightass. Even Peony looked more like Infrared than his sister and all she was doing 
was just sitting on the sofa. 


“Tt’s- We’re on call. Something came up.” She tried to explain. But then Dave was back with 
his gear and hers. 


“ Yeah.” Dave grunted and shot Morgan another dirty look. “The Devourer is blowing up our 


HQ.” 


“ Oh for fucks sake.” Morgan growled out and rolled his eyes, “So... what? This was 
somehow a ploy to get just the two of you distracted so Alex could attack the entire rest of 
the FA because they’re all so helpless without you both?” Morgan questioned derisively. “ 
Please .” 


Dave did pause for a moment. When Morgan said it all out loud, yeah it did seem sort of like 
a stupid plan, but Morgan was standing too now. He picked up their TV remote with one 
hand and fished his phone out with his other. 


“He probably just forgot.” Morgan muttered as the switched the channel to the news and the 
muted it. “Can you to just like put your costumes on slowly or something?” He asked as he 
hit Alex’s speed dial. 


Peony and Dave just looked at each other, and realized neither one knew what was 
happening. But they did hesitate long enough to watch as the ‘Breaking News’ alert flashed 
over the screen as Today’s Earth arrived live on scene to the heinous attack on the Fairness 
Association's headquarters by none other than the Devourer. 


Morgan was watching the screen too but he was also listening to his phone ring as the camera 
panned to the front steps of the FA HQ. Alex could be seen standing on the steps and so far 
only the front of the building looked damaged. Alex appeared to be only using his super 
strength at the time, which made sense since the last hero he killed was the Comic who had 
sort of shitty super strength from what Morgan could recall. The helicopter crew got a decent 
zoomed-in shot as Alex held up a finger to the hero bleeding out in front of him. He reached 
for his pocket and pulled out his phone. And Morgan couldn’t help but snort. 


Morgan’s phone clicked as Alex answered. “Morgan? What’s up? You okay?” 


“Oh I’m fine.” He snickered, “Mostly just wondering what you were up to?” He asked while 
watching the TV, so he once again missed the looks the two A-tier heroes next to him shared. 


“Oh not much. Just fucking up the FA’s clubhouse.” Alex replied happily. 


Morgan just closed his eyes and shook his head, but he couldn’t help the smile. “Yeah, dude. 
I know. What I want to know is why?” 


“Because one of the little new fuckers attacked me while I was at my tailor! My tailor, 
Morgan!” He ranted. And few moments later the figure on screen gestured vehemently. 


“Oh,” Morgan replied concern edging into his words, “Is Edith okay?” 


“Yeah, she’s a tough old bird- Don’t tell her I said that.” 


“Pfft- Hell no, I don’t have a death wish.” Morgan snorted. 


“Ha, yeah, same... But they fucked up her studio with their stupid entrance. But more 
importantly-” And his voice dropped to a vicious growl, “ They broke my pocket watch.” And 
the Alex on camera kicked the downed hero up the stairs and he flew through one of the 
holes already in the building. 


Morgan could hear the crashing thud over the phone and winced. Not for the hero, for the 
pocket watch. “Oh no, dude. How bad? Do you think I can fix it?” 


Alex’s sigh just crackled over the phone, “... Probably yeah. It’s not smashed or anything but 
he glass is cracked and the cover’s all warped to hell. But it’s the principal of the damned 
thing!” He snapped. “I mean what part of leave me the fuck alone unless otherwise invited is 
so fucking hard for heroes to understand!?” 


“Well on a whole, they’re fucking mororns.” Morgan sympathized. “But still I think if you 
reach out to L and M to find out who made it you should be able to get replacement parts and 
I can fix it for you.” Then as an after thought he added, “You know, I think I could 3D model 


it for you and then we can get 100% shakeanium parts for it? Basically recreate it but less 
breakable.” 


“really?” 


“Yeah, sure. Why not?” Morgan offered with a shrug. I have some really nice calipers I 
should be able to take all the measurements when I replace the broken pieces and then send 
them off to your people to make. It shouldn’t take me very long? Like a weekend tops.” 


“Oh... Then yes. Please. Let’s do that.” Alex replied and Morgan could hear his smile before 
he saw it on the TV. “So... was that the only reason you called or...?” 


“Ha no.” Morgan laughed, “I actually called because I figured you’d forgotten what I was 
doing tonight.” 


“No... You were getting dinner with P... and D.... Fuck .” Alex muttered and again Morgan 
watched him press a hand to his face. 


“Yeahhh.” Morgan snickered. “So here we were talking about their wedding plans and then 
they get alerts that you are attacking their clubhouse.” 


““..whoops. My bad.” 


Morgan laughed again and shook his head, “Nah, man it happens. But if you’re done...?” 


“Yeah, no. I’m done. I’ve already mangled all the idiots that jumped me. Hopefully the will 
learn something while in the ICU.” 


“Oh, they're not dead?” 


“Nah. Not this time. If they manage to learn any sort of tactics they could be fun to play with 
in the future.” And he grinned wickedly on the screen. 


“Fair enough.” Morgan chuckled, “So talk to you later, yeah? I'll see if I can't start working 
on you pocket watch tomorrow if you just leave it on my desk.” 


“Yeah, I can do that.” Alex replied. “Later.” And he hung up. 


Still laughing Morgan watched as Alex tucked his phone away and then said a few more 
things to the gaggle of heroes that had all poured out of the woodwork. He made a dismissive 
gesture to all of them and then snapped and vanished. Seconds later the live feed cut back to 
the studio and Morgan turned the TV off again, finally looking back at the two FA member in 
the room with him. “Honestly, you guys have got to start teaching your new people to just 
leave Alex the fuck alone. Just because they have a shiny new membership doesn’t mean he 
won't curb stomp them.” 


The pair just goggled at him as he set the remote back down before taking his seat again. 
“What?” He asked. 


“ But- How- you- ” 


“ He just- You- What-” 


They both said at the same time. Finally Peony managed to compose herself enough to just 
flop face first down onto the sofa and wheeze with semi-hysterical giggles. 


Dave was still very stunned. “He- he just /eft- You called him and he just /e/t. ” 


“Yeah. Like I said before. He just forgot we were having dinner tonight.” 


“But he left!’ Dave repeated. Peony was still giggling but she managed to lift up her head 
and look over at her brother. 


“Wait- wait- wait-” She wheezed. “When-whenever he gets phone calls in fights and just 
stops to answer, is that you?!” 


Morgan shrugged as Peter the cat decided now was the best time to slink into Morgan’s lap, 
so he started petting the very old cat. “I mean... not every time. But statistically at least some 
of the time, yes.” 


At this, Peony just continued to wheeze and Dave sat down in the remaining free space left 
on the sectional. He looked a little like a man who’d just seen a ghost. “What... even...” 
Dave finally managed. 


Morgan squinted at both of them and pursed his lips as he gently stroked the cat, ““What part 
of best friend confused you both?” And then he let his voice take on a bit of an edged crisp 
quality. “ But I can assure you that this isn’t something that is going to help you or your 
friends in any way. Alex doesn’t do anything unless he wants to. J don t control him.” 


Peony, who was sitting up properly this time and was still smiling, managed to answer before 
Dave did. “We know that. This- this just added some hilarious context to some of those 
calls.” Peony hummed as she dragged her hair out of her face. “Now, I think we were talking 
about my wedding~” 


The woman stood in her office framed by her window as she looked out over the city she 
ruled. It wasn’t an easy fight nor was it a bloodless one, but she claimed it. And she’d kept it 
under her iron control for years now, even if the little fish tried now and then to take bites at 
her empire. It wasn’t a problem... she knew how to gut a fish. 


The twinkling city lights made the subtle plume of smoke hard to miss. She frowned but 
knew it was of no concern to her. The Monster was out throwing a fit again but as long as he 
kept away from her business again he was of little consequence. S-tier or not. And she 
clenched her jaw, teeth clicking together in the the silent office. No he wasn’t her concern 
tonight. 


*Knock knock* 


“Ms. Tisk?” Called a voice from behind her door. 


“Enter.” She replied softly, no need to raise her voice, she had her people trained well enough 
to know how to Jisten . 


The door opened and two burly men walked in. She could tell from their dark clothes that 
they had just completely the task she had sent them on. 


“We have ‘im, ma’am.” 


“..good... has he said anything... of note?” She asked not turning from the window and view 
of her skyline. 


“No, ma’am. Nothing new. He still says he don’t know nothing about no ledgers.” 


“.. that he doesn’t know anything about the ledgers.” She corrected. 


“T- Yes, Ms. Tisk. My apologies.” He muttered and fidgeted a little, terrified of pissing of the 
mountainous woman dressed all in black. 


“very well... Leave him be for now... I’ll speak with him... tomorrow.” She replied, 
“Dismissed.” 


“Yes, ma’am.” And the pair left as quickly as they had entered, once again closing the door 
behind them. Willow Tisk stayed at the window for several more minutes in quiet 
contemplation before she turned once more to the problem that had arrived on her desk 
yesterday morning. 


I was a ordinary black ledger. One written in a familiar scrawling hand, pen colors changing 
regularly, disticitive double strikethroughs in words, a coffee stain on the back. And it was all 
written in a strange code... But had the words “Insurance v22” scrawled across the front in 
black sharpie. 


This book had been found mixed into a stack of other documents that her people had received 
from their accounting firm to be shredded. It had clearly written been by Mr. Montgomery, a 
young man who was about to find out just how unpleasant crossing Queenclasp would be if 
he did not cooperate. She didn’t have Mr. Montgomery work insurance claims. He handed 
other financial dealings for her. Sensitive ones. So this volume 22... could be one of two 
things. An interest side project for Mr. Montgomery... or it was the beginnings of something 
very messy indeed. 


Regardless it was best to handle this situation swiftly. After all the number listed in there 
looked much too familiar. 


Willow scooped up the ledger and stepped over to the painting she had hanging in her office. 
It was one that had been done many years ago, of her, her wife, and their young son. All three 
had all been gunned down at a party along with many of their guests. But only Willow 
awoke, and thus began her empire. On that day she vowed to squash anyone who’d dare take 
from her again. 


She held her thumb up to the small hidden scanner in the frame and after a few moments of 
waiting there was a soft click just below the painting. With a gentle touch she pushed on the 
smooth wood panel and heard another click as the panel pushed in and slid to the side. In the 
newly opened space sat a very unobtrusive black safe. And with several keystrokes she 
opened the thick metal door. 


Inside was a myriad of very important things. Things meant to be safe. Meant to be... a kind 
of... insurance . 


And now too was this mysterious ledger. But from its title one might assume it belonged 
there as well. 


But only time would tell... And a conversation with Mr. Montgomery, of course. 


With one more glance at the contents making sure it was all accounted for, she closed the safe 
door once more with a resounding *click*. 


Chapter End Notes 


The butterfly idea was actually inspired by a tiktok skit done by @bluekriketcos, one 
that has stuck with me for like months lol 


Again thank you all so so so much for your kudos and comment, they really get me 
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Chapter Notes 


This one starts kind of heavy but it ends on a hilarious note~ 


Everything in brackets are direct quotes for Lighthouse Raiders tiktoks and the words or 
phrases in asterisks are things I added. 


TW: PTSD induced Nightmare, Mentions of Child Abuse (Verbal and Physical), 
descriptions of panic attacks and coping methods 


See the end of the chapter for more notes 


The city sidewalks were extra packed today. Back in his pickpocketing days this would have 
been great, but today not so much. So many people were all hurrying by, noisy and shoving, 
and they all going the opposite way Morgan was. It was like trying to swim upstream and he 
was having a hard time keeping up with Alex. The S-tier villain was always just a few more 
people ahead of him. Just a little too far away to reach. 


It was like he was walking faster than normal, despite all the people pouring past him. And it 
was making it next to impossible to catch up. Even when Morgan called out his name he 
didn't slow, but with all the noise he probably just hadn’t noticed. 


Somehow Morgan managed to catch up, shoving more than he usually preferred. He grabbed 
onto Alex's arm, trying to get him to slow down a little. He said as much. And finally Alex 
stopped and turned. 


But he was sneering when he did . Mouth twisted in disgust. Eyes irritated and unimpressed. 
Expression dismissive. 


“-~Alex-? Alex it’s me- It’s Morgan.” 


“So.” Was all Alex said and started to turn away again but Morgan kept him still. 


“Alex-? What’s wrong? I’m-” 


“Morgan. Yes.” Snapped the voice, the only voice Morgan could hear in the crowded street. 
“Am I supposed to know you.” Alex growled dismissively. 


““Y-yes-” Morgan tried again but his words were getting all stuck in his throat. 


“You're just some failed hero who couldn’t even make it as a sidekick. Why should I care 
about you. ” 


Shocked, Morgan stepped back, letting Alex go as he now turned to face Morgan properly 
and- Gloves. Morgan was wearing gloves. White gloves. He looked down and saw the A on 
his chest, the green armored spandex covering his body. He tugged at it- pulled and pulled 
but the gloves were too slick and he couldn’t get a grip- he couldn’t rip off the costume. It 
wasn’t his. He wasn’t a hero- An Amazing. He was Carmine- He- 


“ Just. Pathetic .” Spat Alex. 


But it wasn’t Alex’s voice. It looked like Alex. But they weren’t his words. But his mouth 
was saying them. 


“ Can t even use your own powers right. Maybe your family would be better off if you just 
gave up trying to be a hero. No point in training someone with a useless static power. Just let 
it fade, Morgan. Quit being a waste of space.”’ 


“N-no- No.” Morgan stammered, still desperately tugging at the costume. Fingers scratching 
over his face to get the domino mask off, but the blunt gloves couldn’t find purchase. 


“No?” Alex hissed leaning down- hands suddenly grabbing Morgan’s wrists. Yellow slitted 
eyes glared down at him. Or they were blue- No yellow. Yellow and unrepentant. “No? You 


don’t get to tell me no, boy. You do what I say when I say it. Now. Give. It. Up.” 


“No- No- NO-!” Morgan repeated desperately trying to pull away and get away from here- to 
get out of the heat. The sun was beating down on him and it was so hot - it was burning his 
skin- it was going to leave him sore and tender only to be back in the summer heat 
tomorrow. 


“ Don t talk back!’ Snapped the voice and Morgan recoiled, ducking his chin, trying to pull 
his hand up and free to protect himself, all while knowing what was to come. 


It'd be a slap. It was always a slap, no bruising that way. 


But he couldn’t pull free- he was trapped. Truly trapped and no one was coming to save him. 


‘“ NOO-oo!!”” Morgan screamed, voice cracking, as he tried to sit up in bed, limbs thrashing. 
The room was dark and cool but he was sweating and hot. His heart was racing so fast he 
almost couldn't feel it and he couldn't seem to breathe fast enough to keep up with its frantic 
pounding. 


He shuddered and coughed and fought his way free of his thin bed sheet so he could sit all 
the way up. He was shaking and panting. But he was in the dark. Good. Dark is safe. And he 
wasn’t outside. Not training- not in the fields. He was in his apartment. And he was an adult, 
not a child. 


He was fine. 


He wasn t¢ in danger. 


But still his body shook, and he coughed with the sobs as tears streamed down his face. He 
swiped at them uselessly only for more to take their place, so he just pulled his knees up to 
his chest and shivered, trying to wait it out. Trying to let the memories fade again- to let them 
crawl back into whatever recess of his mind they’d slithered out of and hope they’d die in 
there. And he reminded himself over and over and over , that he wasn’t a kid- that he wasn’t a 
hero or a sidekick- that he wasn’t in danger anymore. He can’t get to me here. 


And that someone finally believed him. 


After what felt like hours of hiccuping and shivering, his breathing evened out enough for his 
nose to stop tingling and his hands to stop shaking as much. Eventually he swiped at his face 
and when his cheeks weren't immediately wet again, he jerkily reached for his phone, 
yanking it free of its charging cable. The light from the screen was still blinding as he swiped 
it open, despite his dark colored lock screen. 


3:56am . 


It was way too late- or early to call anyone- or text them... And really he’d only meant to 
check the time... 


It took him 4 tries to get his password right but finally he unlocked it and automatically 
swiped open his messenger app. His chat with Alex was at the top, just like always. And 
Morgan opened it, his thumbs hovering over the keyboard before he finally realized what he 
was doing... and he hesitated as the doubt seeped in. 


It was 4am, he shouldn’t be bothering Alex. 


His times are flipflopped. Morgan tried to remind himself. He was doing this because he 
needed help- because Alex could help... 


But he was also probably busy. He had more important things to do than deal with Morgan 
and his dumb nightmare. 


So I'll just text him. If he’s busy then he wont answer. 


And tell him what? That ‘I had a nightmare about something from 12 years ago, boo hoo’? 


Morgan sniffled and swiped at his face with the back of his hand as continued to hesitate over 
the touch screen. What the fuck- What am I supposed to say? He could just type a simple 
‘Hey’. Just something to see if Alex was even available. He didn’t have to say something was 
wrong- to make him worry. 


“Let me help... please.” Alex whispered. 


And Morgan shuddered. Alex was so worried about him now- all the time. He didn’t want his 
friend to worry- to constantly be wondering if Morgan was going to fall apart again. But I 
haven t been- I’ve been fine, I’ve been doing better god damn it! 


Yeah so why are you still having nightmares, huh? Doesn’t seem all that better, does it? 


He just closed his eyes as they began to sting again with unshed tears. Because he didn’t want 
Alex to worry. He'd be fine- He’d been handling nightmares like this on his own for years. It 
wasn't even like this was the first time this had happened and it wasn't nearly bad as it could 
have been. He could handle this. He didn’t need to upset Alex- to make him worry or to 
distract him from his own life. 


But I want him . Whispered that small terrified voice lurking in the back of his thoughts. 


He pressed a hand to his face as though that might keep the tears at bay. It didn’t. He wanted 
Alex. He wanted his help and presence and reassurance. He wanted to be safe . 


Morgan’s shoulders shook a little as the tears and terror tried to overwhelm him again. No 
one- no one could get to him when he was with Alex. Not ever . That was... that was 
something he wasn’t sure Alex understood. That he would ever fully understand. Just how- 
how much that fucking mattered to Morgan. That he was safe.. That Alex made everything 


feel safe all the time . Not just some of the time, not just when he was awake, or when they 
were hanging out. But all of the time. It had been so long- so damned long since he’d ever 
just felt safe . God- even just being in the same place as Alex was enough for him to relax- to 
let his guard down because Alex was there. Because Alex had his back. Because Alex wanted 
to be there and was determined to make sure Morgan was fine. 


Even now, even as distraught as he was he could recall dozens- hundreds of times Alex has 
just- protected him. From energy bubbles, to teleporting in, to protecting him and his crew. It 
was even an instinct! Even when he didn’t know Morgan he had still tried to keep him safe. 


And he wanted that. He wanted it so badly right now. 


So ask for it. 


“fuck.” Morgan coughed and swiped at his damp face again. He shifted on the bed again, 
crossing his legs instead of curling into them, and once again stared at his phone screen. Just 
thinking... He still didn’t want to alarm Alex... even if he’d want to know that something 
was up. Morgan had told him that when things got bad he’d tell him... Morgan sniffled and 
stared down at his phone. 


This... It wasn’t that bad. So did that count? Did he want to know if it wasn’t the worst 
possible option? 


So the fuck what? So what if it wasn t the worst thing? So what if I’ve had worse nightmares- 
have lived through fucking worse? It’s bad now. This was bad and I want help. 


And if he sees the text later? How will he feel knowing he didn’t help you when you asked 
for it? 


Morgan let his phone fall to his lap, thumbs still over the keyboard and he just bit at the 
inside of his lip a little. His cheeks were starting to feel tight and itchy as his tears dried 
again. He was almost even starting to breathe normally now. His heart was still beating a 
little too fast but he wasn’t shaking anymore. He just felt... awful . 


How do I say that without saying that... 


And then he remembered what Dr. Haylie had told him to do. “Come up with a ‘codeword’, 
sugar..." Something that he could tell to the people in his support network (which was just 
Alex at the time) so if he needed something but couldn’t say it directly he could still ask for 
help. 


And he had done that. They had decided on something. It wasn’t a word. Words were hard 
and took so much effort to type sometimes. But an emoji. It was just one tap. Two if you 
included send. It was simple. And this- this exact moment was what it was for. For when he 
couldn t ask... I should probably be paying Dr. H more... 


Morgan swiped through his emoji list to the right one. They had picked something that they 
would almost never use but should be easy to remember. 


...he won t remember. Muttered the doubt and the fear and the sick twisting pain that just 
wanted to drag him down- but it was quieter now. 


Yes, he will. 


. hes busy.... he won t answer. 


Then he won’t answer. But he can’t answer if he doesn’t know. 


This was the right thing to do. This was why he'd been going to therapy and talking with Alex 
and all of it. 


Because I don't have to be alone. 


Morgan hit send. 


Morgan, 4:07am: 


And then he just locked his phone. He didn’t want to watch the chat to see if the little typing 
dots popped up or to see if Alex had read it. He just let the screen go dark and took slow 
breaths while he tried to remember what to do now. What the next steps were now that he 
could focus enough to take them. 


Lists... right? 


He closed his eyes and tried to list five famous painters. " Van Gogh.... Monet... 
Rembrandt... Picasso... Dali." 


Then he listed five different cuts for gemstones. " Trilliant... Pear... Heart... Scissor... 
Marquise." 


Then five electrical components. " Capacitor... Resistor... Switch... Diode... Transistor." 


With each word, he took one slow breath in and let it out before he named the next item. By 
the end of his three little lists his heart wasn’t racing anymore. He still checked his phone 
right afterwards even though he hadn’t felt it vibrate. /t's only been 3 minutes. Morgan 
snorted half-heartedly and started climbing out of bed. Sitting here wasn’t going to help keep 
him distracted and he definitely wasn’t going to be able sleep anymore so he might as well 
just get up. 


In the dark, Morgan found a pair of sweats and pulled them on so he could stick his phone in 
his pocket before wandering out into the rest of his apartment. 


The pre-pre-dawn light was just barely starting to glimmer through the windows so Morgan 
didn’t bother with any of the lights. He was used to wandering around his apartment in the 
dark anyways. He padded silently into the kitchen and went right for the coffee pot. He 
clearly wasn’t going to be able to sleep anymore and if he was going to start his day this 
fucking early in the morning and this shittily then he was going to need a lot of coffee. Maybe 
even a redbull and espresso. 


He’d managed to get the filtered water and grounds in the machine before his phone began to 
vibrate. Morgan pressed start with one hand as he reached into his pocket with the other. But 
his phone kept vibrating. It wasn’t a text, it was a call. 


‘Alex... Incoming Call.’ 


With more than a little apprehension Morgan swiped up to answer. “ -hey .” He croaked and 
winced. He tried to clear his throat a little without Alex noticing. 


“hey...” Alex replied, voice a little uncertain. “...What’s up?” 


“T- Not much...” He started, habit trying to take over and hide what was wrong. But Morgan 
swallowed hard and went on, “...Anymore. I... I had a nightmare, I was just...” And he 
shrugged even though Alex couldn’t see him. 


“What do you need-” Alex started to say before he caught himself, “Wait. No. Give options, 
not ask for solutions. Do you want me to come over? Or just talk for a while?” He offered. 


Morgan hadn’t realized he’d crossed his arms until he noticed that he was rubbing his arm 
holding the phone. And he was rocking. Fuck- fuck- He just closed his eyes again and tried to 
fight back the tears. Because damn it-! Damn it... Why did he have to pay attention so well 
this time! ? Why did he have to remember what Dr. Haylie’s pamphlets had said about 
helping people cope with trauma and PTSD. Why does he have to care so much!? Hew-amt 


UU 


But he still tried anyway. Changing was hard. It was so god damned hard especially now, 
especially when it was bad and he was hurt and he felt useless and broken ... And like a 
burden . 


“_I- [ know you’re probably busy b-”” Morgan started, he hadn’t meant to whisper it- to 
sound so hoarse, but before he could finish the sentence the call suddenly ended. “...ut...?” 
He muttered as he pulled the phone away to check, more surprised than anything. 


And then just behind him, in what should have been his empty kitchen he heard, “I’m really 
not.” said gently into the darkness. 


In response Morgan spun like a cat, the biggest knife from the butcher block in his free hand 
without him consciously thinking to grab it. His phone tumbled to the floor but he hardly 
noticed. His heart was in his throat but he didn’t make a sound. No shouting, no jumping. No 
Nothing. Just a quick turn, weapon in hand, stance braced to fight. 


He already knew it was Alex even before he finished the turn, but it was an instinct- a habit, 
deeply ingrained one. One he’d never tried to suppress or unlearn seeing as how it’d saved 
his life god knows how many times. 


And he tried to take in as much information at once as he could, again a well ingrained 
combat skill. Morgan picked out several details of Alex’s appearance in the near dark. First 
he noticed his eyes. Pretty and golden and bright, pupils just a little wider than normal- like 
fat diamonds in the darkness. Then his face, surprise lifting his brows and amused confusion 
flickering across his face. He was wearing a vest and tie, shirt sleeves rolled up. Gold collar 
pins and chains in place. The three tiered hip chain glittered at his waist and his rings caught 
the ambient glow from the appliances as he slowly moved his hands. He was casually raising 
them, obviously amused. 


“...woah there, dude...” Alex chuckled a little. He wasn’t afraid of the knife or of Morgan. 
There wasn’t anything he could possibly do to hurt Alex. “I’m not fixing that... if you stab 
me with it...”” He joked but it fell a little flat towards the end as he started to take in Morgan’s 
appearance. 


Shirtless and rumbled, he looked like he just rolled out of bed. Tear stains were smudged 
across his face and had mostly dried by now. And his eyes, focus- fixed, but not fully there. 


He wasn’t fully in the moment. And he looked... Afraid. Deeply, truly afraid. And then Alex 
could feel it too. 


The in the bone terror. It was a sensation Alex had witnessed thousands of times; he'd been 
the cause of it. Had sought it out, and relished in it. In the mind-numbing thought-killing 
destructive nature of unshakeable panic. But he’d only ever felt it once- once before now. 


Morgan had sounded rough on the phone but this? Grabbing for a knife just because he 
teleported in and had startled him? His heart hammering so fast it sounded like it might be a 
medical emergency soon? And then the fear, the absolute all-in-compassing Fear? Yeah, that 
was real fucking bad. 


Morgan was nearly spilling over with it- choking on it- Drowning in it . And yet, he stood 
stock still braced in a pretty decent knife fighter’s stance, taking shallow quiet breaths. Much 
too rapid ones. If Alex didn’t know him it’d look like there wasn't anything wrong. Like 
there wasn’t this overflowing fountain of panic inside his chest, like it wasn’t twisting in his 
guts and gnashing it’s teeth as self-loathing and worthlessness and wordless suffering nipped 
at it’s heels. 


What- What the fuck happened... 


But at Alex’s words Morgan realized he was still holding the knife. Still pointing it at Alex. 
Not that it could do a damn thing to hurt the S-tier villain. But he also still hadn’t said 
anything. 


Jesus christ ...”” Morgan finally muttered as he lowered the knife and straightened from 
knife fighter’s stance. “Don’t do that.” And he tossed the knife onto the counter with a clatter 
in the brief silence that followed. 


He swallowed hard but he was right back on that edge again- right back on the cusp of a 
panic attack. Fuck- He blew out a breathe and then another... And then the coffee pot began 
to hiss and Morgan took that as his chance to turn away from Alex to try to once again collect 
himself. 


“sorry.” He coughed, trying to clear the gruffness from his voice. “About the knife, I mean. 
You just... startled me.” 


“ rilight. I, uh, sorta got that.” Alex snorted and he saw a smirk flash briefly across 
Morgan’s face before it vanished again. Morgan didn't look hurt at all from what he could 
tell, but his fingers were starting to shake just a little... And he looked small. Hunched. Like 
he was actively trying not to curl in on himself and was only sort of succeeding. None of that 
made Alex feel any better nor did it tell him what happened. 


Morgan had had nightmares before, but they didn't leave him like this... As far as I know. 
And Alex had to actively keep from grimacing as once again he was forced to face the fact 
that he didn’t know a whole hell of a lot about what Morgan’s actual baseline was. He didn’t 
know what his normal was when it came to dealing with trauma- And he was assuming this 
was a trauma response thing- that it had something to do with his past, but even that he 
couldn’t say for certain. 


And he didn’t seem to interested in sharing just now as he reached for a mug. So Alex 
prompted him, “So... you said you had a nightmare?” 


“Uh, yeah. I did. And... It sucked. A lot... I just thought...” And Morgan shrugged as he 
waited until the coffee pot stopped dripping before picking up the craft to pour himself a cup. 
Still the hot plate hissed in the silence as another drop fell onto it. “... | dunno... That maybe 
we could just talk for a bit.” 


“Oh...” And Alex shifted back a bit as he realized he may have misstepped here. He’d 
figured Morgan had been going to ask if he’d come over. * Because just me existing can fix 
all his problems’. He mocked himself. Stupid . But in actuality Morgan had just wanted to 
talk. Shit... 


“Um...” Alex muttered, and tucked his hands into his pockets so as to not fidget. “I assumed- 
Uh, nevermind. How about I just go and we can-” 


“no!” Morgan nearly shouted, interrupting Alex as his voice cracked and he sloshed hot 
coffee onto his fingers as he jerked around. “ Hel/-”” And Morgan set the craft down with a 
sharp click so he could snatch up a nearby towel to wipe at his hand. His body was shaking as 
he tried to swallow down the growing panic. Once again he was shoved up to that edge, and 


hyperventilating and uncontrollably sobbing were the only things waiting for him at the 
bottom of that fall. 


Emotions clogged his throat and he tried desperately to think go something- or any topic that 
he could list 5 things from but he was just so overwhelmed, all he could do was close his eyes 
and try to keep from falling apart again. But he did manage to gasp out “...no. I- I- uh, 
please... dont go... I- I just- Just a second-” 


Alex jumped when Morgan suddenly lurched towards him but then he jerked away again. 
And now he was just standing there, shoulders hunched and shivering, as he clutched his 
hand to his chest. It probably wasn’t a very bad burn but Morgan was starting to shake. And 
with his outburst came a wave of terror , one that hit Alex square in the chest. It jammed 
inside his ribcage just under his heart... very much like a knife that someone was intent on 
twisting on the way back out. It made it nearly impossible to breathe- it was damn near all 
consuming. 


And at this point Alex was fairly certain he’d rather Morgan just stab him than let this go on. 
Something was very very wrong. This wasn’t just a nightmare- this was- was something else- 
something more and it was pulling his friend apart at the seams. “ Morgan...” 


But he just shook his head. “I- I just need another second-” He muttered frantically, voice 
shaky. “I- Can you just- just give me a topic?” 


“A topic?” Alex asked as he stepped a little closer, still very- very unsure as to what he 
should or should not be doing. With how Morgan was curling in on himself- how he was 
pulling away, Alex wasn’t sure if he even wanted to be touched just now. 


“Yes- anything I can list- I just- I can’t- I-” He babbled. 


“Uh...” And Alex glanced around the kitchen for ideas, “Fruits?” 


A hysterical little burble escaped Morgan for a second but he managed to keep it together and 
tried to just breathe. Jn... and out. In... and out. “Bananas... strawberries... apples... 
grapes... peaches...” /'m wearing sweats... I can smell coffee... This- this towel is textured... 


He thought still trying to ground himself, and it was helping... But not enough. “Another 
one? Please- I-” 


Struggling in equal measures Alex tried to wrack his brain for another topic. “Uh... I don’t 
know- something to do with picking locks?” Alex thought desperately, feeling perfectly 
useless just now. 


This time Morgan actually smiled a little, just listening to Alex struggle as much as he was, 
was oddly reassuring. “Mushroom... spool... serrated... notched... hybrid...” 


“Are... those like types of lockpicks?” Alex asked, hoping maybe just talking about 
something normal would help resolve whatever the fuck was actually happening. 


“ No ,” Morgan laughed a little. Which was good, his chest wasn’t feeling nearly so tight. Do 
not have a panic attack in front of Alex, god damnit. “They're- they’re different kinds of 
security pins in locks.” 


“Okay... right. And the listing stuff?” Alex prompted again, Morgan wasn’t shaking so bad 
now. And Alex could feel the panic waning again. He had to resist letting out a sigh of relief 
as he leaned against the counter nearby. Morgan still had his eyes closed but Alex could see 
his face better even if it was downturned. 


“It’s... it’s the list of 5 technique... List 5 things you know from a specific category to help, 
um, stop panic attacks, actually, among other things...” Morgan explained, finally glancing 

up. Alex was nearby, he’d heard him moving around. It was good. He was still here and that 
was very good... God he felt so tired... 


“oh.” Was all Alex said in response as he met Morgan’s eyes. He looked exhausted and beat 
and... small. A panic attack. He was starting to have a panic attack... And I just scared the 
shit out of him by teleporting in. Son of a bitch. What he said was, “So... that’s, uh what this 
feeling is... Good to know.” 


Morgan hunched his shoulders automatically at Alex’s words “Ah... right. Sorry I-” He 
began, fumbling over his words as shame and embarrassment crawled across his skin. Stupid- 


god I’m so fucking stupid- 


“ Don t apologize .” Alex nearly growled, eyes flashing in warning. He could feel Morgan 
start spiraling and this at least was something he could help with. 


Heat spread across his face as he glanced down at the counter. The embarrassment that he 
was subjecting Alex to his own fucked up mental state wasn’t something he could really 
control, but he knew that Alex was fine with it. As he’d said before, ‘If I didn’t want to feel it 
then I could just leave.’ And he never once had. Ever . Not in the months Morgan had been 
trying to heal. “So-” He started to say again but he caught himself this time. “Habit.” 


“Break it.” Alex glowered. 


Morgan puffed out a breath, nearly a laugh, as he glanced up at Alex again, “I’m- I’m 
working on it.” 


“Good.” Was all Alex said and they both just fell quiet in the little kitchen. After a beat Alex 
asked, “...So... you had a nightmare?” 


“Yeah...” 


““.. It wasn’t just a nightmare, was it?” 


“No... Not in the usual way.” Morgan confirmed as he tossed the towel down, finally able to 
pull his hands away from his chest. He just leaned heavily against the counter as he wiped up 
the rest of his spill. Having something to do- to focus on made saying the next part a little 
easier. “I- It... It was like a flashback- thing. It’s not- Sometimes they can just be like events 
replied on loop but sometimes they’re just... they share similar themes. This was one of the 
latter ones...” 


“Do you want to talk about it?” 


“No- God no.” Morgan laughed tiredly and swiped at his eyes again. “I really don’t... At 
least not right now.” He replied as he finished pouring himself a cup of coffee. 


Alex nodded but frowned as Morgan filled his cup. “Shouldn’t you be trying to get some 
more sleep or something?” 


“No. I’m not going to be able to go back to sleep after all of that anyways so...” But Morgan 
trailed off as he finished filling his cup and set the craft back down. “Well actually...” And he 
glanced back up at Alex. 


“What?” 


“T... how busy are you really?” Morgan asked as he lifted his mug to sip. 


“T’m not.” Alex insisted. 


“Then why are you dressed for a fight?” Morgan questioned, brows raised and Alex shifted 
foot to foot. 


“Because one I just finished.” Alex replied honestly. “I... I was gloating, actually, when you 
texted or I’d have called sooner.” 


“Ah. Well, thank you- for calling when you could. I... Just thanks.” 


“Yeah, man. Of course.” But Alex didn’t ask why Morgan hadn’t called him. It was the 
reason why he had only texted Alex a flashlight emoji. Because he couldn t. But he still 
reached out- he still tried to ask for help. That all by itself was a huge fucking step, one Alex 
wasn’t interested in discouraging. “But, really. I’m not busy.” 


“Okay... um, well...””» Morgan muttered, staring into his cup as he tried to figure out how to 
say this without being weird. He settled on making it a joke. [Have I, uh, ever mentioned 
that it’s easier to sleep when you’re around?” He chuckled a little. It was sort of lackluster but 
it was the best he could manage under the circumstances. 


“No, you’ve never had to state the obvious.” Alex snorted. “I knock you out all of the time. 
Of course, it’s easier for you to sleep.” 


“Noooo... Not like that...””» Morgan hedged and shifted awkwardly. “It’s just like... When 
you’re around I... I feel really, um... safe.” Morgan muttered into his cup as he took another 
sip. “So... it’s easier for me to fall asleep.” 


Alex just stared at Morgan and Morgan continued to look anywhere but at Alex. He opened 
and closed his mouth several time as words failed him. Morgan shifted a bit again but still 
didn’t look over and Alex could feel his embarrassment coming back. Not shame, though, 
just embarrassed sincere nervousness. And all Alex could do still was just stare. 


He’d never wanted to feel 'safe'- to be viewed as such. Not as a kid, he’d been bold and 
adventurous and wild. And when his power came in he’d been frightening and powerful. 
Even as a hero he’d been a showoff and out-going and awe inspiring. He’d never wanted to 
be ‘safe’. And especially not as a villain. He was vicious and terrible and evil. Safe was 
boring. Safe was for heroes. Safe was... Safe wasn t for monsters. 


And Alex realized he wouldn’t trade it for anything. Being safe . Being safe for Morgan. He- 
He wanted to be that- needed to be that. To keep being that. 


Mine. 


Morgan was his. His to protect and treasure and care for. His to keep safe. His to love. His. 
Morgan was... safe with him. 


“..oh.” Alex whispered after a few moments and Morgan glanced up at him. 


Alex was still just staring down at him but he had water standing in his eyes and this- this 
stunned look on his face. 


“Are you crying?” Morgan asked a little panicked.] “No- no. Don’t do that- Shit- Nevermind 
just- Forget I said anything-” 


“T- but- you- Why the fuck didn’t you tell me SOONER!?” Alex finally managed, nearly irate 
as he shoved away from the counter and swiped at his watering eyes to clear them. “I could 
have- Jesus- This whole fucking time! | could have just split myself in half and-” 


“No! Nope! Not that- That is not a solution.” Morgan interrupted him, surprised by Alex’s 
obvious distress but not so thrown off to let his friend do something stupid. “I- It was just 
something that- I- fuck-! I don’t know-! It- It was just something I realized a bit ago and- 
And- and- Look if you can stay- and you don’t have to! But, if you were then I... might be 
able to sleep more. I- I don’t really know... it just... helps... sometimes.” Morgan babbled a 
little before just trailing off as Alex just went back to staring at him. 


After another beat of silence Alex grabbed Morgan by the arm and started to pull him from 
the kitchen.“Bed. Now.” 


“No. Alex- Stop it.” Morgan sighed loudly, rolling his eyes, “I’m not tired right now and I- 
still need to decompress.” That made Alex slow, but he didn’t let go of Morgan’s arm. His 
hand was warm and usually Morgan had long enough sleeves on that when Alex grabbed him 
it wasn’t skin to skin but... Morgan could feel his calloused fingers on his bicep and he didn’t 
want Alex to let go. In fact, he just wanted Alex to tug him into a hug. Instead he said, “But a 
compromise. I’ll only have the one cup of coffee and if I fall sleep then I fall asleep. But I’m 
not just gonna go lay in bed so you can awkwardly stare at me while you wait for me to fall 
asleep.” He snorted. 


“T was not-” Alex replied indignantly, caught out. 


“You absolutely were.” Morgan laughed, and sipped at his coffee again. 


“..Okay maybe I was going to do something like that-” Alex huffed, “ But! I wouldn’t have 
just stared at you.” 


“Uh-huh.” Morgan teased, “Bullshit.” 


“Whatever.” Alex scoffed and released Morgan’s arm, so he could cross his over his chest. 
He was happy the light was still so dim that Morgan couldn’t see his face heating up. 


Disappointment flickered through Morgan for a moment, but instead of dwelling on it he 
acted instead. Now he grabbed a hold of Alex’s arm. “Come on, let’s go sit.” And just like 
always Alex just /et Morgan tug him along. Something he never let anyone else do. Ever 
Sometimes, in moments just like this... It made Morgan feel very special. Other times it also 
made him feel foolish. It was a little of both today as he dragged his friend over to the sofa. 


Alex sat with a huff, rolling his eyes, but before Morgan could overthink it, he sat down right 
next to Alex and he leaned in. Alex automatically slipped an arm around Morgan’s back and 
pulled him in closer. Morgan shivered as he leaned against Alex, into his warmth and 
presence and tried not to feel embarrassed by just how deeply comforting it all was. Even 
Alex’s hand just resting on his bare side made him feel pleased and warm and... safe. 


“Cold?” Alex asked when he felt Morgan shiver and spied goosebumps running up his arms 
as he clutched his coffee cup in both hands. 


“No...” Morgan replied, a little quieter than he’d intended. So he added at a more normal 
volume he asked, “So who were you fighting?” As he looked up at Alex. 


Alex’s yellow slitted eyes twinkled in the dark as a devious smirk crossed his face, “ Well...” 


Morgan did end up getting some more sleep. After he’d finished his coffee he’d just started to 
drift while they talked. Now he was laying half curled in Alex’s lap sound asleep. 


This really hadn’t been what Alex had had in mind when he’d pictured Morgan snoozing in 
his lap, especially not the horrid prelude to get to this point... But it that didn’t make it any 
less nice. Alex had used telekinesis to fetch one of the blankets Morgan had put away for the 
summer and it was now laying across Morgan’s bare shoulders and neatly tucking him in. 
He’d done it partly because he knew how much Morgan hated being cold and partly to stop 
him from just lightly running his hand up and down Morgan’s bare back... Now he was just 
softly petting Morgan’s hair. Like an injured animal who just wants to be comforted. 


And once again Alex’s thoughts circled back around. And they grew dark and vile. And as he 
sat there in the gray light of early morning, Alex thought of violence. He contemplated 
torture. He toyed with brutality. He did not yet know what he was going to do to the person 
who’d done this to Morgan- who had made him afraid. 


And that was what had happened. Fear was learned. It was taught . It had been inflicted on 
Morgan and the wounds had ran so deep that sti// they haunted him. 


But whoever was responsible. Oh they would pay. It would be grotesque and evil. It would be 
heinous and vile. It would be the worst thing any mortal ever experienced. And that was god 
damned guarantee. 


And Alex just smiled with far too many teeth. 


The last thing Morgan remembered was sitting on the couch with Alex. And as he started to 
wake up he realized he was still on the couch, a blanket thrown over him. They’d been 
talking Morgan was pretty sure, but about what he couldn’t remember... Mostly he just 
remember how Alex smelled like blood and his cologne and crushed flowers. The spicy 
smoky cologne was normal and so was the copper tang of blood. Most of the time Morgan 
had just associated the two smells with each other, because well... Alex . So what if it 
reminded him of home more than his actual apartment. The flowers were new though, it was 
very vegital from what Morgan could remember. 


Plant monster. They had been talking about the plant monster Alex had fought. /... J must 
have just fallen asleep and he tucked me in. Morgan certainly appreciated it but his heart still 


twinged a little at waking up alone. He must have had stuff to do this morning... It was 
completely reasonable, of course. Alex had a life- 


And then Morgan heard something clatter in the kitchen followed by a soft curse. 


Warmth bloomed in Morgan’s chest when he recognized the voice. Alex... he didnt leave... 
Morgan knew he was smiling even if he was trying very hard not too. So as he peeked one 
eye open he pulled the blanket up a little higher so no one could see his little smile. God I’m 
so dumb... As expected it was day time, but the curtains had been closed so it wasn’t too 
blinding. 


Morgan looked around and didn’t see anything out of place, but again he heard Alex move 
around in the kitchen. He could smell food, something with onions and garlic and hamburger 
if his nose was right. And coffee. Morgan realized after a beat and he sat up slowly, still 
clutching the blanket. 


He could see just a bit of Alex over the bar, his back to the apartment as he worked at the 
stove. It was a familiar sight to Morgan, he’d gotten very used to seeing Alex cooking in his 
kitchen over all of last year while they’d lived together. It was... nice to see him back. 
Quietly Morgan got to his feet and he pulled the blanket up over his shoulder as he shuffled 
towards the archway. 


Halved bell pepper sat waiting in a glass baking dish clearly waiting to be stuffed. The sink 
was full of dishes from Alex’s current project and several cutting boards sat on what little 
counter space Morgan had as Alex had prepped. It wasn’t even done yet but it already 
smelled amazing. And Morgan heard his coffee pot hiss again as it finished brewing. 


“ Oh hush.” Alex grumbled at it quietly as he switched it off. And Morgan’s grin only grew. 
He didn’t say anything still, he just... watched and waited. 


Without turning, Morgan could see when Alex became instinctively aware that he was being 
watched. The shift in his shoulders, rolling them back just a little as he straightened, the 
stillness that swept over him for just a brief second, and then he relaxed all over again. Yup 
it’s just me... 


“You’re awake.” Alex said even before he glanced over his shoulder. He was still wearing the 
same clothes as yesterday, glittery chains and all. The Devourer is making me food... Ha. 
Suck it world. 


“Yup...” Morgan replied around a yawn as he adjusted his blanket shawl a little. “Thanks for 
closing the curtains so I could get a little more sleep.” 


“Mhmm. How are you feeling?” 


“A lot better than last night... And significantly better than I normally do after nightmares 
like that... so thanks.” Morgan replied as he leaned against the doorframe, not wanting to get 
in Alex’s way. 


A smug smile stretched over Alex’s face as he turned off the stove and pulled the frying pan 
off the heat. “Of course you are. /’m here.” He replied and flashed Morgan a quick grin as he 
turned. 


And Morgan could see the delighted arrogance in Alex’s expression before he turned back to 
the peppers so he could fill them, but it was already too late. He’d fucked up. 


“Fuck. I never should have told you that.” Morgan muttered, dead panning so he wouldn’t 
give away just how embarrassed he felt. At least he thinks it’s funny... It could be worse... he 
could be taking it as seriously as I had originally meant it. Shit. 


“What?” Alex teased. “You don't think I'll protect you? That I'll keep you safe ?” He’d 
decided at some point during the wee hours of the morning that if he didn’t make it into a 
joke, he’d never leave Morgan’s side. So... teasing. Because they’re friends and friends tease 
each other and this was how he was going to cope with the fact that he wanted to basically 
become his best friend’s terrifying shadow and never let anything bad happen to him ever 
again- Which is not something I can do- Well, should do.... Not without taking away his 
agency. So... jokes. 


Morgan glowered. “No, you’re ego’s just big enough already.” And Alex snorted. 


“Tt’s only too big if I can’t back it up. Which I can because I'm me .” Alex retorted. “Besides, 
what happened to Mr. ‘I’Il protect us both.’?” Alex asked, voice snarky but playful. He 
however didn’t glance over at Morgan. That conversation still kept him up at night 
sometimes. He- he hadn’t completely believed Morgan way back when he’d first said it... 
Mostly. Morgan had certainly said it like he meant it, but he also didn’t really know Morgan 
very well at the time. And there s nothing like finding out your best friend is willing to die for 
you to hammer the point home... 


“They’re not mutually exclusive.” Morgan muttered as he pushed off the wall and wander in. 
If he was going to have to deal with Alex’s self aggrandizing bullshit then he wanted 
caffeine. “Move. I want coffee.” Alex snickered but let Morgan bump him aside so the D-tier 
villain could get down a new mug and pour himself a fresh cup. 


As Morgan got down one of his bigger mugs he once again noticed Alex’s skull mug. Even 
after he’d moved out it sorta just staying in Morgan’s cupboard. Not that he really minded, it 
was a good mug. It however was also the one Alex used to drink blood, which was a power 
move for sure but... Morgan still didn’t actually know why he did it. 


It could just be for the sinister and horrifying vibes... Morgan mused as he poured coffee into 
his cup, Alex had done some other seriously fucked up shit for less so maybe. And it wasn’t 
because he was a vampire. Morgan had actually ruled out vampire and demon way back 
when they first started hanging out, despite him having literal fangs. Eventually he’d crossed 
off alien after Alex talked about his parents for the first time and there was no mention of 
being found in a pod crashed out in a field or some bullshit. Fae was crossed off too but 
Morgan had left the question mark by it and he’d had to uncross off dragon when he’d found 
Alex’s horde. 


Sure, he Anew Alex was human. But being human didn’t actually prohibit any of the 
supernatural shit from also being true. And he was a werewolf briefly so fucking anything is 
possible... 


“Hey Alex...?”” Morgan asked as he wandered over to the fridge. [““SSo why do you drink 
human blood, anyways? It doesn’t taste good.” 


Alex leveled him with a look and raised a brow, “Hmm, you don’t get to judge me on my 
drink preferences.” 


Morgan snorted and started to reply but... “*Okay* you know what, that’s fair. But like why 
though?” He chuckled and grabbed out the milk. 


Alex just shrugged as the opened the oven to put the stuffed peppered inside. “Eh, it was 
kinda a heat of the moment thing.” And he slide the glass dish onto the wrack and closed the 
oven again. “I was fighting a guy who’s pissing me off, so I said I was gonna kill everyone he 
every loved and drink all of their blood using his skull as a cup...” And he shrugged again, 
“And uh... they loved a lot of people.” 


“Wait... that’s why?” 


“What?” Alex asked as Morgan just stared at him in disbelief. “I couldn’t just not follow 
through with the threat.” 


“The dude is dead !” Morgan laughed while recapping the jug and set it back in the fridge. 
“Tt’s not like he’d notice.” 


“Eh... that’s only sort of right.” Alex glanced to the cabinet where Jonathan Flare’s skull sat, 
before glancing back at Morgan and smiling a little awkwardly. 


Morgan’s amusement quickly died as Alex grew more and more sheepish. “Please tell me the 
skull cup in my cabinet right now is not aware.” Morgan demanded as he closed the fridge. 


Alex just pressed his lips together and didn’t answer. Morgan’s horrified look only 
intensified. 


The silence stretched and finally Morgan just broke. “*Alex!* I’ve used that cup for soup! | 
You can’t just not tell me these things!!”” 


Alex just shrugged helplessly. “I didn’t think it really mattered!” 


“T was fine with it being a human skull because it was inanimate! It’s completely different 
if’s it knows things!!!” Morgan nearly shrieked, blanket shaw] falling to the floor. 


Alex was just staring at Morgan again. And when Morgan noticed his stuffed expression he 
too went very quiet. 


“Alex...” 


“Yeah?” 


[“So is it just the skull mug that’s sentient or is there more stuff *in my apartment that's 
aware.*” He meant it as a question but from Alex’s expression he already knew that answer. 
And that answer made him want to throw his damned mug at Alex. 


“Uh, so... the bone crutch for sure...” He hedged as Morgan’s eye started to twitch and the 
hand on his mug started to go white from how hard he was squeezing it. 


“The bone crutch was sentient!” Morgan spluttered and then what Alex had actually said 
clicked. “Wait... what *the fuck* do you mean ‘ for sure’, *Alex?!*” 


“It means I’m not sure...” He said and crossed his arms as Morgan just continued to splutter. 
“T mean we watched Beauty and the Beast the other month and I know for a fact that I 
thought the idea of turning people into ordinary household objects was hilarious- * And so 
did you. *”” He added. “And then we both got extremely drunk... So I have no idea what I did 
to who or what is made of who it’s... I dunno. I just don’t know.” He tried to defend himself 
from the ire of the very upset D-tier villain across from him... one who was starting to look 
very pale. 


“*T thought it was funny as a joke !*” Morgan whisper yelled, his voice starting to edge into 
hysterical ranges as he started looking around his apartment which might be full of living 
inanimate objects. Oh god- “* You psychotic mother fucker...*’? Morgan muttered and just 
rubbed a hand over his face and took a few slow deep breaths. “...*Look I just...* I need you 
to turn everyone back and send them home immediately.” 


“T can do that...” Alex began, still not getting closer to Morgan as he tried to calm down. 
“But are you sure? I- I really don’t know how much furniture you’ll have left...” 


“Please- just do it.”” Morgan replied still just rubbing a hand over his face. 


“Okay.” And Alex lifted his hand to snap. “Ooo- Shit... ha hahaha~” Alex laughed as he 
looked around, “Oh, we are definitely going to ikea...” 
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The first thing Morgan noticed when he dragged his hand off of his face was that his toaster 
was gone. Again . That would make the 6th toaster Alex had killed, maimed, or other wise 
vanished since Morgan had met him 4, er, 4 and a half years ago. 


“ What is with you and the damned toaster...” Morgan grumbled, but he didn’t wait for his 
friend to reply as he turned away to wander through the rest of his apartment to survey the 
damage. 


Well... it could have been worse... Morgan wasn’t sure how exactly but it probably could 
have been. 


In total after about an hour of searching, and one cranky brunch later, Morgan determined 
that he needed: a new sofa, a new coffee table and side tables, new chairs for his kitchen 
table, a new shower curtain ( God.), 2 new dressers (one for each room), a new bed frame 
(for the guest room), a new set of dish towels, bowls, and plates, another new toaster, and a 
new standmixer. It was really the standmixer that annoyed him the most, because he’d found 
this one less than a year ago at the same garage sale he’d found his last toaster. It hadn’t 
worked at all and Morgan had spent the better part of his recovery actually fixing the damned 
thing. Now it worked like a dream. It was an expensive name brand model, albeit an older 


one, but it was his. And it was the first really nice one he’d ever had. And Id only gotten to 
use it a few times, damn it. 


“ Overpowered drunken lunatic...” Morgan muttered to himself as he packed. He didn’t have 
the time or energy to try and go to Ikea to get new furniture right now so he was just going to 
haul some of his shit to Alex’s for the time being until he could figure out what new stuff he 
wanted. And make Alex pay for it. 


'»° 


“Tt could have been worse- 
into your game consoles.” 


Alex called from the living room, “I could have turned people 
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“If you’d done that I wouldn’t be talking to you-!” Morgan growled back as he scooped up 
more of his neatly folded clothes, ones that had once lived in drawers of a second hand 
dresser and now sat on the floor in piles. Once his bag was packed he jammed his feet into 
boots and tugged them up by the bootstraps not bothering to bend down and tie them. He 
stomped out and set his back down on his now chairless table. 


Alex pushed up from where he’d been leaning against the arm of the loveseat and gave 
Morgan a quick smile. In turn he shot Alex an annoyed look and stomped back towards his 
bathroom. Alex grimaced a bit and sighed. “Oh come on, Morgan! You can’t stay pissed at 
me forever.” 


““M not pissed.” Morgan replied around his toothbrush as he poked his head out. “’M 
annoyed.” And he tugged his toothbrush out of his mouth, “And it’s only been like 2 hours! 
I’m allowed to be annoyed for longer than 2 hours after finding out you turned half my stuff 
into people stuff months ago!” 


“Tt’s not even like they were people you knew or anything...” Alex replied rolling his eyes 
and Morgan just glowered at him, wholly unamused. 


“That in no way makes this better.’ Morgan grumbled and stuck his toothbrush back in his 
mouth before ducking back into the bathroom. 


“Ugh!” Alex whined and uncrossed his arms as he stomped towards the bathroom. “I don’t 
see what the problem is? J said I’d buy you replacement stuff.” He continued to whine as he 
leaned against the doorway. 


Morgan just shot him another dirty look in the mirror before spitting and rinsing out his 
mouth. “...Let me ask you a question Alex. Are there people turned into things at your lair? ” 


“What? No.” Alex replied. 


“Why?” Morgan demanded as he rinsed off his toothbrush. 


“Because it’d be... weird.” Alex answered, not sure how else to explain it. 


Morgan wanted to snarl. He wanted to throw something, anything really, but he wanted to 
make sure he hit Alex with it, particularly. Instead he just took a breath and closed his eyes. 
He counted to 5 in his head before he let it out again so he didn’t try to stab Alex with his 
toothbrush. /t’d be a waste of a perfectly good toothbrush. When he opened them again Alex 
was just staring at him in confusion. “... Why would it be weird, Alex?” Morgan finally 
managed in a mostly calm tone as he gathered up the rest of his toiletries. 


“T dunno...” He answered honestly, trying to wrack his brain to come up with a reason. 
“Cause they’d be listening in or whatever...” 


“ Yeah .” Morgan grunted before turning to face his friend. “It’s almost like it’d be a huge 
invasion of privacy or something. One that you wouldn’t want in your lair. But was fine in 
my home .” Morgan muttered darkly. 


“ah.” Was all Alex said. He really hadn’t thought about it much after he’d done it, mostly 
because it didn’t really matter to him. But he also hadn’t been living with Morgan anymore 
and had left the next day. The idea that it’d be weird to have strangers in your home just 
listening in and aware of everything going on around them wasn’t something that had even 
crossed his mind until just now. It might have occurred to him sooner if he’d been dealing 
with it everyday while living with Morgan but... he wasn’t so... it didn’t. “...shit.” 


“ Eureka.” Morgan growled like a curse and shoved passed Alex. Alex, of course, let him 
push by without any resistance and he stomped back over to his stuff to finish packing. He 
glanced around as he did and noted that Alex had cleaned the kitchen already, their brunch 
dishes put away and the rest of the apartment, what’ left of it , seemed to be ready for him to 
be gone for a few days. 


Alex didn’t say anything as he approached while Morgan messed with the zippers on his bag. 
Sorry didn’t feel like it would cut it but he also hadn’t come up with anything better to say, so 
he just stayed quiet. 


“thanks, for cleaning up.” Morgan said, tone subdued again when he noticed Alex 
awkwardly standing nearby. 


“Uh, yeah. Sure...” 


And the silence stretched again, so Morgan sighed. “Just... Look, if you are gonna do stuff 
that directly affects me or my apartment, could you at least tell me first? Or right after you do 
it?” 


“T... Yeah, I can do that...” Then after a beat Alex added, “I am sorry Morgan. I just wasn’t 
thinking about it...” 


“T know.” Morgan snorted as he lifted his bag to sling over his shoulder. “... And as fucked up 
as it was... it was also kinda funny.” And he shot Alex a quick smirk, one that quickly 
became a grin after he caught Alex’s utterly relieved expression. Hes the most powerful 
person on the planet but he always looks like a kicked puppy whenever I’m mad at him... 

god, how am I supposed to stay upset at that? 


But not wanting to let Alex completely off the hook, he jabbed a finger at him. “But don t do 
it again. ” 


“Right- right, I won’t. Promise.” Alex said quickly, not wanting upset Morgan again. 


“And you’re still paying for all the replacements.” 


“Right-” 


“ And- You’re gonna help me put all the stuff together. By hand.” Morgan added. 


“Aw- but whyyyy? ” 


“Because you hate it. And it will help remind you not to do shit like this again.” Morgan 
huffed and hiked his backpack a little higher on his shoulder. “Now, come on. Let’s get out of 
here.” And he offered Alex his hand. 


Alex caught Morgan’s hand almost without thinking, still pouting a little at having to 
basically be Morgan’s assistant while he built furniture. Morgan got very... controlling when 
he was building stuff. It was like his inner perfectionist came out in full force and he started 
busting out carpenter squares and levels, it was kind of scary... and very tedious. “Ugh... 
fine, whatever.” Alex complained before asking, “Ready?” 


Morgan nodded and braced himself for the dizziness as Alex lifted his other hand to snap. 
And in a swirl of power and smoke they vanished. 


Morgan managed not to stumble but only because he leaned into Alex when they landed. 
They were smack in the middle of Alex’s living room, but it was brighter than Morgan had 
ever seen it. The wall screens were set to a cityscape, a midday one, and light poured in, 
though it felt filtered like you might except from a highrise. It left the cavernous space 
brighter and warm despite the dark tones and cool colors. And Morgan certainly appreciated 
it. The last time he’d been here the walls had been showing him a very gorgeous coral reef, 
but... Morgan kept expecting the water to come pouring in even though he knew they 
weren’t actually underwater. 


“Ha, nice view.” Morgan laughed and started to pull away but Alex hesitated, not 
immediately letting go of Morgan. He did after a second but he looked... disconcerted by the 
fake windows. 


“Ah, right. I- Was just going to change it...” Alex muttered and stepped over to the wall 
panel in the main hall behind them to do just that. 


Morgan blinked in surprise and looked back at the window wall... and realized he recognized 
the view. It was Capital City’s skyline, but it wasn’t just the skyline. No, it was the view of 
Capital City from the roof of Morgan’s building. 


And Morgan grinned. He couldn’t help it. It just spread across his face as an embarrassed 
delight made his heart flutter a little. Instead of acknowledging that flutter, he spun to face 
Alex who was still poking at the wall panel and not looking at Morgan. But he could still see 
the pink just starting to color the back of Alex’s neck. 


“Feelin’ a little homesick?” Morgan teased. 


“Pfft, no.” Alex lied and scrolled through the different feeds trying to find one he liked better. 
Nothing was jumping out at him. It probably didn’t help that he was trying very hard not to 
look like a kid caught with his hand in the cookie jar. Damn it, I knew installing a camera up 
there was just asking for trouble. 


Morgan just continued to smirk and crossed his arms over his chest more than happy to just 
wait Alex out. It didn’t take very long. 


“-J- Look-! It was just messing with my schedule being in the wrong time zone all the time.” 
He tried to justify. 


“Then why is the camera on my roof? Not somewhere with a better view?” Morgan inquired, 
not letting up. It was... It made Morgan happy to know Alex clearly missed living in the city 
with him. 


“Because I had access to it.” Alex grumbled, finally risking a glance over at Morgan. He 
looked as smug as a cat burglar with the diamond, it was a look Alex was very familiar with. 
But his expression didn’t match the- the tender warmth he felt blooming in his chest, and it 
wasn’t even just his own chagrin. No, Morgan felt... quietly pleased , giddy even, not smug- 
or at least not just smug. And it made Alex hesitate. He stopped scrolling and just looked 
over at his friend, trying to figure out what that meant. 


“ Riiight. ” Morgan taunted, not noticing Alex’s expression as he turned towards the side hall 
leading towards the bedrooms, “Well~” He laughed and adjusted his bag, “If you’d rather just 
be in the city, you still have a key.” And he walked off leaving Alex just staring after him. 


What...? 


But... But Morgan had wanted space, right? They’d lived together for nearly all of last year 
but in January Morgan had moved back out because... Well, he’d said it was because he had 
work to do. Work that couldn t be done in Antarctica. Which was fair, all of Morgan’s people 
were in or around Capital City, it made more sense to live there but... He’d also said they 
could hangout whenever they wanted. Not that Alex could Jive with Morgan whenever he 
wanted. 


Because why would he, right? He’d only been living with Morgan before now because his 
lair was being renovated. He had his lair back so now he didn’t need to live at the apartment 
anymore. It was temporary, they both had known that. And now that arrangement was over, 
Morgan had his space and Alex had his. That had been the goal... 


And Alex had been trying to respect that. To not crash at Morgan’s very often or to leave the 
next morning or something because they didnt live together anymore. Because... Morgan 
wanted it that way... right? But did he? He- I mean yesterday he said... that it was easier to 
sleep when I was around... And I’m not around nearly as often anymore. But... Does he- 
Does he not want to live alone? 


“what?” Alex finally asked aloud but Morgan had already vanished down the hall, so Alex 
followed after him. Morgan had tossed his bag onto his bed and and already started toeing off 
his boots again. “I- What do you mean?” Alex repeated as he stood awkwardly in the 
doorway. “That I still have a key?” 


“What? Did you lose it?” Morgan snorted, as he unzipped his bag. 


“No- I still have it... I’m just... confused.” Alex trailed off. 


“Confused by what?” Morgan laughed and glanced over at Alex. He was just standing there, 
looking decidedly lost. “ Alex-’”’ Morgan snickered , “Dude, that room in the apartment? It’s 
still yours if you ever want it and it always will be.” 


“Oh...” Alex muttered and just leaned against the door frame. “I just... hadn’t realized...” 


“Realized that I liked being roommates with you?” Morgan asked, still amused as he glanced 
over at Alex again. But his smile fell a little when he took in Alex’s perplexed expression. He 
wasn’t even looking at Morgan anymore, his gaze somewhere off in the middle distance and 
he didn’t seem very happy about it. “What?” 


“TJ... Nothing.” Alex finally managed and shook his head. He felt so stupid. This whole time 
he’d been trying to give Morgan space- to not stay over too often. He’d thought that was 
what Morgan had wanted. Yes, they’d hang out a lot but he’d still come back to his lair 
afterwards so Morgan could decompress without Alex breathing down his neck. But I guess I 
misunderstood... everything. Fuck... 


“What?” Morgan asked again, setting down his shirt so he could turn to Alex. He still wasn’t 
looking at Morgan and it was really started to freak him out a little. “What’s wrong?” 


“Tt’s nothing, honest...” He snorted in derision, but Morgan only stepped closer and Alex 
leaned back a little. Morgan stopped and Alex glanced up and away again, still trying to fight 
off this- this annoyance. He’d just been so oblivious- oblivious to how Morgan must have felt 
and he had really thought he'd been getting better at reading him, fuck. This whole time we 
could have just- “I’m just an idiot, is all.” 


Morgan opened his mouth and closed it. Okay so something was seriously wrong. Alex, the 
man who had the confidence to look you in the face and tell you the sky was fucking purple 


while it was clearly blue only to then make it purple just to prove his point, didn’t say shit 
like that. Almost never. Something else was going on here and Morgan had fucking missed 
it. 


“T... would usually agree with you because | think it’s healthy for you to be taken down a few 
rungs every once in awhile but... I don’t think this is one of those times... What’s wrong, 
Alex? What did I miss?” 


Alex smiled but it was a little bitter and he just shook his head. “I just...” And he sighed 
again, “I had been under the impression you had wanted your space. Sans roommate.” And 
he finally looked up at Morgan who looked just as bewildered as he had felt a few minutes 
ago. 


“What-? Why-? What gave you that idea?” Morgan asked genuinely surprised. “Alex- Ha- I 
really really liked having you as a roommate. In fact, you’re basically the only roommate I’ve 
ever actually liked having.” Morgan laughed, but Alex’s expression was still off. “... did... 
did you want to move back in with me? I- You can, of course. I just figured you... wanted to 
live in your lair now that it was all fixed up again.” 


“ Yes -" Alex blurted out before catching himself, "I mean, I like my lair, and it’s nice to have 
it done but... I- I liked being roommates with you too...” Alex trailed off words laced with 
uncertainty and just tucked his hands into his pockets so he didn’t fidget, as he tried and 
failed to hold Morgan’s gaze. This was definitely not how he saw his morning going. 


“T- Alex, dude- that room’s basically yours as far as I’m concerned. And it’s always gonna be 
yours if you want it.” Morgan said, still surprised. He always just figured Alex knew that... 
But he hadnt. “I- | thought you knew that.” 


Alex puffed out a breath, “I- Uh... no. I didn’t.” But the confusion came bubbling back to the 
surface again because damn it he really thought he understood what was up. “I- I’m sorry, I 
just thought after you left in January that... that you didn’t want to be roommates anymore. 
That you needed space...” 


Oh... oh shit. And those words hit Morgan hard enough to nearly make him stagger. Because 
yeah- yeah of course Alex thought that. That's basically what Morgan told him. 


“Oh.” Morgan whispered after a moment, a little breathless. “ That. ” 


“Yeah, that .” Alex echoed as he leveled a look at Morgan, who now looked a whole lot 
guilty. “So... I hadn’t been wrong in assuming that you wanted space then?” 


“No- yes... fuck.” Morgan managed and just dragged a hand through his hair. “I am so sorry, 
about that- all of it. I... I think I had mentioned I was being a shitty friend at the time...” 


“You wanting space isn’t being a shitty friend, Morgan.” Alex said as he crossed his arms, 
“Tt’s called boundaries.” 


“Yeah, well if that was what I actually wanted then yes but...” And Morgan just grimaced 
and rubbed at his neck as guilt swirled in his stomach. He hadn’t realized this had still been- 
been something Alex had been carrying around. He just thought they’d been fine once he had 
his meltdown but Morgan still never really told him anything about what set him off. He’d 
just... assumed Alex knew. Again. “ God- I think it’s my turn to be the idiot.” Morgan 
muttered and just brought his hand over to drag across his face. 


“Permission granted.” Alex snorted and Morgan shot him a dirty look from between his 
fingers. 


“Shut up, that’s not what I meant.” Morgan complained. 


“Well then how about you tell me what you actually meant?” Alex poked a little maliciously. 
He was happy to not be the only one to have fucked up somewhere in this series of 
miscommunications and misunderstandings. 


“T... fuck ... Look, don’t be mad but I'd... been trying to avoid, um... you, actually...” 
Morgan finally managed, but he was looking at his feet when he said it. 


“ Avoiding me? Why?” Alex blinked, fully taken off guard by that. 


“Because I was upset and I... I didn’t want you to know.” Morgan sighed and finally looked 
up. “Avoidance behavior and all that. I’d sort of been... spiraling all of January and hit 
bottom because of truce night but... It started after Christmas.” Morgan explained wincing as 
he tried not to look away from his friend. “So... It wasn’t that I wanted like- my space back 
or something... I just didn’t want you around to see me... upset.” 


“...oh.” Was all Alex said again. 


“Yeaahhh.” Morgan sighed again. And the pair just fell silent after that, neither really sure 
what to say next. 


Finally Alex let out a breath that he’d meant to be a laugh but it fell a little flat. “Ha- I, uh... I 
wish I had just thought to ask.” 


Morgan flashed his friend a quick grin, discomfort still coloring his face. “And I wish P’'d 
thought to tell you what happened before now...” There was another pause and some more 
awkward smiles before Morgan finally just laughed and dragged a hand over his face again. “ 
Oh for the love of god-! How are we this bad at communicating?!” 


“T have no god damn idea- Ha!” Alex snickered. “We basically talk everyday- fuck-!” 


“And somehow we are still shitty at it!” Morgan retorted and threw his hands up, done with 
both of them as he shoulders shook with embarrassed laughter. “ God damn-”” He muttered 
and turned back to his bag to continue unpacking while Alex just wheezed in the hallway. 
“We're both idiots.” 


“ Apparently-”” Alex gasped as he caught himself on the door frame. 


“Well, then to be clear. Alex, you’re lair doesn’t have to be trashed for you to be my 
roommate. You can just live with me if you want to.” Morgan snorted as he pulled more of 


his clothes out of the bag. 


“Hmm, that’s good to know.” He chuckled, feeling lighter than he had in... days- maybe even 
weeks. He hadn’t realized how much that had still been bothering him, until it wasn’t 
anymore. He’d been pining- okay that's a little much, maybe more like... missing. Yeah, 
missing. He'd been missing spending time with Morgan every day. All the shared meals, and 
the shopping, and just the everyday stuff that came with- sharing-yourtfe-with-someone~ 
having a roommate and it was- it was really really nice to know that he could have that again 
with Morgan. 


But he waited to say the next part until after his best friend had turned back towards him, 
“That just leaves one question though. Do you want me to be your roommate? I mean, we 
already know my answer’s yes, so what’s yours? Just so were clear.” He added, still laughing. 


Morgan froze a little as he met Alex’s gaze. The S-tier villain was just leaning there smiling, 
both of them still a little sheepish about this whole mess... And he just looked so... Happy- 
delighted, even. Eyes alight and crinkled, lopsided grin, shoulder just resting on the door 
frame, hands tucked loosely into his pockets and still dressed in finery. Still very much The 
Devourer. Except he never is, not with me... It didn’t matter what he was wearing or who’d 
pissed him off, Alex was only ever Alex when he was with Morgan. And him just standing 
there- just grinning and pleased and- it made Morgan’s breath catch a little. 


Because- because being roommates with Alex again- that was probably a bad idea- Fuck, 
who am I kidding! It was a supremely bad idea. Especially given how he felt- Didn t- Don't 
feel . This is just a stupid crush and some even stupider lust. It's fine- Regardless, living with 
Alex again wouldn’t help squash down that swirl of misplaced emotions or give him much of 
a chance to- er, vent them, when the situation, uh, presents itself. ... not that not living with 
him has been helping much either and -and... 


.. [want to. 


And he did. He really fucking did. He wanted to live with Alex again, to have his best friend 
just around all the time again. To not have to ‘make plans’ to hang out even if it that was as 
simple as sending a text most days. He just wanted to be able to roll over the back of his 
couch and poke Alex to move over so they could both continue to do dick all, but just sitting 
in the same room now. Really, he just wanted any excuse to hang out with Alex more and 
being roommates had made it so much easier to do that. 


We still hangout all the time ... so why do I always feel like I miss him? 


Because you're needy and clingy. 


“T- Ha- sure, man.” Morgan chuckled as he tried not to let his longing show, glancing away 
again as the insecurity made his chest feel tight. “It’s whatever.” 


Alex just raised a brow as Morgan tucked his clothes away into the nearby drawers. His 
expression said he was fine, but Alex had pretty much stopped relying on that to get a read on 
the D-tier villain's mood. Morgan’s body language was actually a lot more telling and... well, 
he could still feel his emotions, so there was that too, but it wasn’t an always thing. Morgan's 
posture however was . And hunched shoulders were bad. So Alex pressed, ““That’s not what I 
asked, Morgan.” 


“Really, Alex. It doesn’t matter to me.” Morgan continued to hedge, throwing another snort 
in for good measure. He didn’t know why he was doing this- why he didn't just say yes, but 
the word was just getting stuck in his throat. And his stomach had started getting that twisty 
not quite nauseous feeling. Why- why can't I just say yes? 


Because he'll say no- Because he was just kidding about before- Because he won't want to 
do it if he knows how much you want it- He'll think you're weird and obsessive- Because 
he actually doesn't care about you- 


That's stupid- I’m being stupid. 


Morgan swallowed hard and glared into the mostly empty drawer, but the feelings still didn’t 
go away. And since he wasn’t looking over at Alex and didn't notice that he'd entered the 
room. He didn't notice that Alex had stepped up next to him. And he didn’t notice Alex’s 
concern. Maybe if he had, he wouldn’t have jumped when Alex’s next words were said so 
close to him. 


“Which is nice to know, but still not an answer." He replied in a quieter tone, leaning in close, 
trying to make sure Morgan wouldn’t wiggle away. Honestly, it was like pulling teeth to get 
Morgan to just say what he wanted sometimes. He knew it was at least in part a trauma thing- 
something to do with rejection, but as far as Alex knew the best way to get over that was to 
just do it more. "What do you want, Morgan?" 


¥ou-No- shut up. “-yes.” Morgan stammered out, very tongue tied all of a sudden as Alex 
just looked at him. He was leaning down so he was basically eye level with Morgan, and his 
yellow cat’s eyes were sharp and intense as they searched his face for something. 


“Yes what?” Alex asked, still not letting up, as Morgan just floundered. He could start to feel 
that dark sticky discomfort and doubt from Morgan again. " /t’s okay, you can tell me, 
Morgan." 


“T-I- Yes. Yes, I want you to be my roommate.” Morgan finally managed even though it felt 
like his heart was trying to beat its way out of his chest. He wasn’t sure what the hell Alex 
was doing but it was- he was making it so hard to think . 


“ Good." Alex praised, before adding with a chuckle. '" Now was that so hard?” 


“..what?”” Morgan whispered a little breathless, heart still pounding and now his were 
thoughts just a touch more muddled then they had been a second ago. Why- why does he have 
to purr when he says shit like that?! 


“You, asking for shit you want.” Alex snorted as he straightened. “You know you can just ask 
for stuff, right? Especially, the things you want. It's not like I'm gonna say no.” He scoffed, 
shaking his head a little. 


But you might. “Uh... right.”” Morgan swallowed, a very confusing mixture of desire and 
anxiety swirled in his stomach. 


“I’m serious, Morgan.” Alex insisted, “It’s a lot easier for me to do what you want if you just 
tell me.” 


Well that statement didn’t help untangle him very much but Morgan tried his best. “I... I 
know. It’s just a... thing. I’m working on it. Better communication and all that.” Morgan tried 
for a laugh to regain some footing. 


“Better communication of personal needs.” Alex clarified. “Like when you do need space. 
Or how it’s easier for you to sleep if I’m around. Or that you missed having me as a 
roommate. Or that-” 


“Alright- alright-! I get it.’ Morgan interrupted with a laugh at Alex’s smug look. 


“ You sure? Because I can keep going.” Alex offered as he smirked down at Morgan who was 
grinning again and just dragging a hand through his hair. 


“No- no, you made your point...” And he shook his head. “It’s just hard for me... to ask, you 
know?” 


“T don’t, actually.” 


Morgan blew out a breath trying to think of a way to explain it, “...I guess it’s the different 
between learned self-reliance and forced self-reliance... You learned how to do things on 
you’re own, but you had people to ask for help when you needed it. I had to do things on my 
own because I couldn't rely on other people to do things to help me... so now I just don’t ask 
anymore because...” And he just shrugged a little. 


“..because why?” 


“Because..." And he puffed out a breath while trying to work through this. "They might say 
no. So... why ask if I’m just going to have to do it myself anyways?” 


Alex was right, it did have something to do with rejection. That didn’t really make him feel 
any better though as Morgan rubbed one hand over his arm. Se/f-soothing, that’s what the 
flyers had called it, self-soothing behaviors. Because everything he did had to be done by 
himself... He tried very hard not to clench his jaw too much. “Well I won’t-” But Morgan just 
shook his head. 


“.. That... Saying that doesn’t help as much as you think it does...”” Morgan muttered but he 
couldn’t look back up at Alex. “I know you want to help me, and you have been , so fucking 
much, but... There are always things people will say no to, you know?” 


Alex opened his mouth to deny it but... Morgan was right. It wasn’t realistic, there would be 
times when Alex couldn’t do something for Morgan. Not very damned many times. But 
enough that it meant no wasn’t off the table. “Okay..." But he didn’t like ending on this note- 
that he couldn't help reassure Morgan, so he racked his brain for anything that might help 
here. J have a photographic memory- there must be something- "How... how about you don’t 
ask then?” 


Morgan snorted and looked back up at Alex, “Okay, mixed messages here, dude.” 


“You- No. Hold no, let me explain.” Alex muttered waving away Morgan’s bemused look. 
“Don’t ask. Just, just state what you want. Like a declaration.” 


“What?” 


“Yeah, like if you want a hug or something. Don’t ask for one or something, just say ‘I need a 
hug.’ Just say it, no question mark at the end. That way I, or whoever’s with you, will know 
something's up and we can come help or try to help.” 


Morgan narrowed his eyes a little, “That... feels like a slippery slope. Like if you don’t hear 
me or something or you can’t respond and I get- ignored... it's- that's gonna backfire.” 
Morgan muttered and tried not to let it show how much more being ignored would bother 
him. 


“T dunno, man. It’s not a perfect solution or anything, but it is something you can try doing 
even when no one's around. You can just say it out loud. Because it’s something you need and 
you can just get used to saying it.” 


“T guess... I... it seems weird...” 


“So did listing 5 things to help you calm down, but it works.” Alex pointed out. 


“Okay, fair... PIl... Pll talk to Dr. Haylie about it. She might have other recommendations 
too...” Morgan offered. 


“Good. Just... something, please. I’m not a mind reader, you know?” 


“Pfft! Yes you are!” Morgan snorted. 


“No, I can read minds, but it’s so fucking annoying I almost never do it. Besides... it’d be 
weird.” 


“Yeah... yeah it would.” Then after a beat Morgan asked, “So any news on the empathy 
thing? Or is it still the same?” 


“The same as far as I can tell... It is starting to weird you out?” Alex asked wincing a little as 
he rubbed a hand over the back of his neck. 


“No, actually." Morgan snicker. "I keep thinking it will but no, it doesn’t." Then after a beat 
he added cheerfully, "I still feel guilty about it though.” Knowing it would annoy Alex. 


“ Stop it.”’ Alex glowered. 


“Oh would you look that that. My anxiety, it’s cured.” Morgan snorted, rolling his eyes. 
“You've fixed it.” 


“ Smartass. ” 


“ Dumbass. ” Morgan countered automatically, before laughing. “But thank you. Seriously... 
I- I’m probably handling a lot of my shit better because you keep poking me about it.” 


“Oh, I can basically guarantee that you are.” Alex snickered. 


“Whatever.” Morgan snorted, shaking his head as he turned away to finally finish unpacking 
while Alex laughed. But Morgan hesitated when Alex turned for the door. Because... well, 
damn it- he did actually want a hug. He’d wanted one since yesterday night- or this morning 
really. 


And he sort of got one but it- this- talking about what was wrong and how he felt, made him 
feel... off. And "Physical touch is one of the ways you recenter yourself, Morgan. You dont 
need to feel bad about that, cupcake." Shit... “1...” 


Alex paused at the door when Morgan spoke, and glanced back. Morgan wasn’t facing him 
but he also hadn’t started unpacking again, he was just pulling at one of the zippers, just a 
little fidget. So Alex waited, he didn’t say anything, he just waited for Morgan. 


Morgan swallowed again, trying to make the words come out. Just say it... don t ask- just, 
say it. “...[ need a hug.” He finally managed and even though he Anew Alex would, there was 
still that damned doubt- that whisper that he wouldn t - that Morgan wasn’t going to get this 
thing that he needed because it had to come from someone else and- 


“Okay.” 


And then the relief. God damn it-! Morgan really wished sometimes that he wasn’t this 
fucked up. Because, being relieved that his friend would hug him felt so fucking stupid but 


here he was anyways. He let out the breath he hadn’t meant to hold and turned to look at 
Alex, who was still standing just inside the room. Morgan s room. The one he had fucking 
custom made just so Morgan would have a comfortable place to stay whenever he crashed at 
Alex’s lair. 


He wasn’t smirking now, no it was just a run of the mill smile, something small and genuine 
and when Morgan met his eyes it winged up a little. 


“Sooo... did you want that now? Or later?” He asked sarcasm clear in is words. 


“Oh shut up-” Morgan scoffed and closed the distance while Alex grinned. He hadn’t realized 
how quickly he'd been moving until he collided with Alex. But his friend caught him in a hug 
and- God... he wouldn’t trade this for anything in the whole damned world. Just being pulled 
into a hug- into a solid proper hug by someone who cared enough to deal with all of his 
bullshit- who cares enough to want to deal with it - /t just feels so good. No, no he wouldn’t 
trade this for anything. 


Alex laughed as he wrapped his arms around Morgan even as he just burrowed in, nearly 
clipping Alex’s chin with his head and he tried to hide his face against Alex’s collarbone. 
Morgan was shaking just a little as he clung to Alex, and even though that pulled at Alex’s 
heartstrings- hell who was he kidding- it played them like a fucking fiddle. But even though 
it did, it was okay- it was going to be okay because Morgan would be. He was getting better 
and he was trying and he was right here. So Alex just pulled him in tight and let Morgan just 
have his moment. And honestly Alex let himself have one too. 


He liked hugging Morgan. Like the way he felt in his arms, liked the way Morgan gripped his 
shirt, the way he nuzzled in, unafraid and... and safe . Yeah, he liked hugging Morgan a 
whole hell of a lot. 


Morgan didn’t pull back right away, he knew he didn’t have to and that was fucking great all 
by itself. So he just stood there for a while in that hug and let the anxiety and the exhaustion 
and the doubt and shame he felt just melt away. It wouldn’t stay gone, it probably never 
would but- but it was gone now and that was all that mattered. And Alex was here. He was 
here and it was okay and he was safe- 


And he can't get to me here. 


Damn it- damn that fucking nightmare- It was going to cling to him for weeks... Like a 
fucking cobweb that he can't quite manage to get rid of. Morgan tried to push it from his 
mind again and just shook his head a little, brushing his cheek against the criminally soft 
fabric of Alex’s shirt and vest. They were different textures but it didn’t matter because they 
were both so fucking comfortable... 


And warm... 


And smelled like Alex... 


“.. That nightmare’s still bothering you isn’t it?” Alex hummed quietly when Morgan moved 
in his grip, not pulling away just shifting. 


“yeah.” Morgan whispered back. 


“Is there anything else I can do to help?” 


“You're doing it.” Morgan laughed a little and after one more squeeze he pulled back. 
“Seriously... It- it happens but I’m doing so much better than I normally do after- after 
flashbacks like that so...” And he shrugged again. 


“Okay...” Alex finally sighed reluctantly. After another pause- another few moments of 
searching Morgan’s face again- of trying to take his emotional temperature, Alex released 
him. “Okay. If that changes-” 


“Ill tell you. I swear.” Morgan interrupted as he stepped back, just letting his fingers run over 
the soft material one more time as his hands fell away. 


“Ah- right... good.” Alex confirmed, nodding even though his brain was just wiped clear by 
the gentle lingering caresses he felt across his sides as Morgan slowly pulled his hands away. 


Morgan chuckled and after a beat of neither one of them saying much more he added, “You 
still smell like squished plants.” 


“What? Really?” Alex asked as Morgan’s words broke him out of his haze. The haze that 
made him very much want to just kiss Morgan and just never stop kissing him. “Damned 
grass stains. I swear intestinal gore is easier to deal with...” He grumbled, turning as pulled at 
his shirt and vest looking for stains. 


“T’m telling you, get your people to invent a universal stain remover. You don’t even have to 
sell it!” Morgan teased as Alex wandered off, still muttering to himself. Morgan shook his 
head but his grin never left his face. At first he’d thought staying with Alex for the next few 
days would just help him recover but now that he knew Alex was apparently going to be 
moving back in... well that only made him feel even better. Which was stupid but... J’m 
happy so... who cares? 


Morgan snorted and at long last turned to finish unpacking. 


Morgan ended up falling asleep early which was fine by Alex, his friend always needed the 
sleep... Plus it meant Alex could actually get to the rest of the stuff he’d been planning on 
doing yesterday before he got Morgan’s text. 


Truthfully it had been the mishap in the South American research outpost that had royally 
fucked up his day, not anything Morgan had done. Like seriously? An enormous man-eating 
mound of plant and human bits lumbering through a tropical forest was gonna get noticed! So 
he had to go deal with that quickly before the heroes caught wind of it and went down there 
to ‘investigate’ or whatever the fuck. So between doing a little weeding (which he had to 
admit had been very fun) and then chewing out his staff his day had already gone to hell. But 
now that Morgan was here in his lair with round the clock guards and one of the best security 
systems the in the world, he'd had Morgan test the new one half a dozen times since he kept 
breaking in with the old one, his friend would be safe and well cared for while he was gone. 


And really he wasn’t going far. Just to what Alex had affectionately dubbed the ‘Test Planet’. 
It was halfway across the galaxy in a remote star system that hardly had any natural resources 


so even other sapient species wanted nothing to do with it. The world had very little water 
and was mostly sand, but had a nearly identical atmospheric make-up to Earth and had 
almost the exact same gravitational pull. Thus making this hellish sandscape the perfect place 
for him to test shit for the R&D team. 


He’d set up a portal to the world, a permanent one once his people had deemed it suitably 
earth-like, which seriously cut down on travel time. Going the speed of light only got you to 
places so fast. But today’s test was something special, this time he was out here to test armor 
. Not for him of course, that would be ridiculous. 


It was the reinforced self-healing energy absorbing armor plating that his people had been 
working on for months - really years, but they’d only just got enough raw materials to start 
prototyping late last year. That shipment of weapons-grade Determinium he’d stolen from the 
heroes had actually been a Christmas present to the Mad Scientist R Us division. 


One that the heroes might actually benefit from. Alex mused as he set up the recording 
devices and made sure the rovers were all operational so his little lab rats could get all the 
data they needed. If this armor could really stand up to him, or at least did a better job then 
any of the bullshit the heroes were currently using, then business was about to explode . He 
snorted as he backed from the prototype while its wearer powered on. 


The poor little FA heroes would probably shit a brick if they ever found out their number one 
weapons and armor contract was with one of Alex’s shell companies. But honestly how else 
was he supposed to give them better shit to make his fights more fun besides just having his 
people invent it so he could sell it to them? He turned a huge profit and he got better fights 
out of it, really a win-win as far as he was concerned. 


As the lights blinked on inside the helmet Alex could only grin as the Mark 7 ‘Murderbot’ 
came online. Usually robots weren’t all that fun to fight, but his people really knew how to 
make an unstoppable killing machine and with this armor maybe it might even last a few 
minutes. 


“Systems- -Functional- ... -Target- -Acquired- ... -Weapons- -Engaged-” 


“ Good. Now bring it you synthetic bitch.” Alex taunted, teeth bared in a grin, before 
launching forward with a berserker laugh. 


*Meanwhile* 


Morgan rolled over and sighed. He'd woken up a little while ago because he had to piss but 
now he couldn’t fall back asleep. 


" Fucking insomnia... " He complained to the darkness and rolled over again. 


He laid still for what felt like an hour but still didn't nod off, his mind was picking away at a 
handful of problems that he couldn t resolve right now, but his back brain didn't seem to care. 
So finally he just sat up with a sigh and got out of bed. 


He wandered into the dark living room and flopped down, tugging his phone out of his 
pocket. Was Alex just in the other room? Yes. Was Morgan going to text him to see if he was 
awake so he didn’t accidentally waking him up? Also yes. 


Morgan, 2:43pm: U up 


But seconds after he hit send he got a little error message saying his text couldn't be 
delivered, which could really only mean one thing. Alex wasn't on Earth. He might be in 
space or in another universe or dimension, Morgan wasn’t sure. All he knew was he wasn’t 
here. 


Which was fine. 


Really it was. 


"...fuck." And Morgan slunk down further into the sofa. Really, it was fine. Alex would be 
coming back to his lair, afterall. And Morgan could just do something else to distract 
himself... Like calling Alex’s admin to find out where Alex had gone. 


But as he was swiping through his contacts looking for their number another thought 
occurred to Morgan. Alex was gone. Which meant he wasn’t here . Which meant Morgan 
could go steal his hoodie back. 


Well it was Alex’s hoodie, one of his oversized fuzzy ones. One Morgan had sorta 
incorporated into his own wardrobe, but at some point during the last six months of Alex 
collecting his things from the apartment, the hoodie in question went missing. Morgan 
figured Alex must have snapped the laundry done and when sorting the clothes put the 
hoodie in with his own stuff. Because it was his hoodie. 


But now would be the prefect time to go steal it back. And he could do it without having to 
explain to Alex what he was doing or why he wanted it. Because he'd never let me hear the 
end of it. Morgan thought as he pushed up off the sofa. 


Sure it was the middle of fucking June and he really didn't need a hoodie but... he wanted it, 
so there. 


Honestly, he couldn’t really explain why he wanted it so badly, not even to himself but... 


I just like wearing it... sometimes... 


Because it's soft... and warm... 


And I just fucking want it, okay! 


Morgan tried not to huff as he silently pushed the door to Alex’s bedroom open. It was dark, 
the curtains drawn over the faux windows and almost no ambient light came from his 
electronics. But that was fine for Morgan. It just so happened that he was very good at 
sneaking around in the near pitch black. The plush dark carpeting underneath his bare toes 
dampened the his footfalls nicely as he crept forward. 


I'll just call Charlie in a minute... 


So the test had... occurred. 


Really it was a good news, bad news situation. 


Good news, Alex made it back to Earth with plenty of time to make french toast before 
Morgan woke up. Bad news, the armor could have been better. His people reassured him 
once he’d finished haul what was left of it back on planet that they’d learned a lot and to not 
lose hope, this was just an early prototype, after all. 


Alex just sighed as he flipped the next piece of french toast. He’d really hoped this one would 
be at least a little better than Titanium Guy’s Titan Smashing Armor, but it’d only lasted 
longer in theory. The energy absorption was looking promising though , he tried to remind 
himself. Think positive thoughts... And then he grimace. No wonder that always pissed 
Morgan off when people said it to him. It was a fucking stupid saying. 


“Ts that... french toast?” Came a groggy voice behind him. Alex had been so lost in thought 
he hadn’t noticed Morgan wandering in. Although that wasn’t too unusual. Morgan’s 
presence very rarely alerted any of Alex’s innate senses these days. Morgan just... sort of 
belonged as far as his subconscious was concerned making Morgan probably one of the only 
beings in the universe that could actually sneak up on him, not that he ever did. 


“Yes it is. I deserved it.” Alex snorted as he glanced over his shoulder to find a very sleepy 
villain. His hair was an absolute mess and his clothes were oversized and wrinkled. And he 
just looked so damned adorable like this, it wasn’t even remotely fair. Waking Morgan up, 
especially from a sound sleep was a life threatening task, but him just waking up on his own 
after a long couple of nights was just so fucking cute. Like a puppy. Like a sleepy puppy who’ 
just gonna fall back over again any minute. 


“Can I- 've some?” He asked around a yawn while rubbing at his eyes. He was still 
wandering into the kitchen, knowing Alex had already brewed coffee. This. This is why I 
want him to move back in. Because there is always coffee made when I wake up. 


“Sure.” Alex snorted because Morgan clearly hadn’t noticed the second plate on the counter. 
“You can even have some coffee too.” 


“T have I mentioned that you’re the best, recently?” Morgan hummed, reaching up on his 
tiptoes to get a mug down. 


"No, no I don't think you have." Alex preened a little. 


"Well, you’re the best." 


You’re damn right I am. Alex thought but didn’t saying anything as Morgan fixed himself his 
first cup of all important caffeine. By the time he was done, so was the french toast. So Alex 
scooped up one of the plates and handed it to Morgan. “Plate.” 


“Plate.” Morgan repeated as he took it. Then he glanced down and realized there was bacon 
on it along with the french toast. And fresh strawberries and that pretty ball of fluffy butter 
and real maple syrup- “Why did I ever let you move out?” Morgan muttered as he looked up 
at Alex, who was gathering up his own plate and cup. 


“A bout of stupidity, but I won’t hold it against you.” Alex replied smugly as he and Morgan 
headed for the sofa. 


“Tt really was...” Morgan mumbled around his mug as he followed after his friend. Once they 
were settled, Morgan snuggled into the corner and Alex by the arm, Morgan asked, “So is 
this celebratory french toast or comfort french toast?” 


“Hmm?” Alex hummed around a bite. 


“You said you deserved it. Why?” Morgan asked before spearing a strawberry slice, then 
adding, “And does it have anything to do with why you were gone most of last night?” 


Alex had been about to answer but Morgan’s second question caught him off guard. “You- I 
hadn’t realized you were- I thought you were asleep.” 


Morgan snorted as Alex did that ‘not apology’ apology thing. “I was, and it’s fine. You had 
shit to do. I just got up in the middle of the night and realized you weren’t here. You’re admin 
said you were off planet.” 


“Oh- Wait? My admin?” Alex blinked as Morgan cut into the french toast. 


“Uh-huh. They’re very nice.” He answered before taking his first bite. God damn he’s good 
cook. “-this is fuckin’ great-” Morgan mumbled while he chewed. 


“Thanks- But, why did you call my admin? And why did they- What?” Alex questioned, very 
startled to know Morgan just calls his very severe nonsense admin. The one Alex hired 
specifically because they were known for terrorizing people to cut down on the bullshit 
wannabe villains or idiot reports who tried to contact him. And he thinks they’re very nice... 


“Dude, you’re acting like I don’t call Charlie all the time.”” Morgan snorted. 


“ You do???” 


“ Yeah, duh. They always know what you’re up to so I call them if I don’t want to bother you 
because you’re busy doing something. Like not being on planet or some shit.” Morgan 
explained, brows raised as he took in Alex’s expression. “I thought you knew? Being your 
admin and all.” 


“T- No. I didn’t. But also you don’t have to call Charlie. Just text me or whatever.” 


“Usually I do. But when I don’t hear back from you in a few hours or you haven't set up your 
message storage thingy, I call Charlie. They let me know if you’re unavailable or whatever 
and problem solved. It’s really not that big of a deal.” Morgan explained, rolling his eyes. 
“So, back to my original question? Happy french toast or sad french toast?” 


“T...” Alex started, wanting to keep asking Morgan about him calling Charlie ‘all the time’ 
and just exactly what that meant, or how Morgan knew he was gone for most of the night, or 
why Charlie hadn’t told him Morgan called 'all the time’. But Morgan clearly didn’t think it 
was important. “Sad... ish. I guess..." He finally muttered, "I had been helping R&D test 
something.” 


“Oh the new armor? I take it the first prototype bit the dust?” 


Alex just stared at Morgan, expression deadpanning. 


“Wha?” Morgan asked around his next bite. 


“Oh nothing.” Alex grumbled darkly, tossing one hand dramatically. “This is just a top secret 
project that no one outside of this compound is supposed to know about. But please continue 
spouting classified secrets, don’t let me stop you...” And he angrily stabbed at his french 
toast while Morgan laughed. 


“Oh come on. It’s not like I’m gonna tell anybody. Besides, I have clearance.” 


Alex narrowed his eyes, “What do you mean you have clearance?” 


“ T mean , | have security clearance since some asshole made me the emergency CEO of his 
multibillion dollar enterprise on a lark so the next time he ever runs off to do do hero shit 
again or wants to fly into the sun to throw a fit or decides to hang around in the Eternity Area 
dicking around, his people still have a boss.” Morgan retorted snidely, taking another bite to 
punctuate his statement. 


“oh... right. Huh... I forgot I did that.” And Alex shrugged before reaching for his coffee. 


“You might have, but I haven’t.” Morgan grunted, “It scares the shit out of me every time I 
get a phone call from Q telling me * You're in charge, sir’ . And then they just hang up and I 
have to figure out if you’re dead, imprisoned, or just off fucking around.” 


“Uh, sorry.” Alex managed a little sheepishly. 


“Tt’s fine. I’m used to it now . But why else do you think all of your people know me? Or tell 
me shit? Or answer when I call them?” Morgan asked rhetorically. 


Alex, however answered, “Uh... because you’re friendly, charismatic, and good with 
people.” 


“Not that good.” Morgan laughed, shaking his head. 


But Alex held his peace this time because this was one of those things Morgan never believed 
him on. The man could charm his way into the FA, steal something right in front of everyone, 
and they’d still just think he was just 'a sweet young man’. He has seduced his own nemeses- 
repeatedly . How does he not see it? 


““Soooo, the armor? How did it fair?” Morgan asked again when it was clear Alex wasn’t 
going to say anything else. 


“Badly. It’s in very small bits.” Alex replied with a sigh. “So french toast.” 


“Ah well. It’s an early prototype. They’ll figure it out.”” Morgan sympathized before adding, 
“Though I can’t say I’m too upset about it since I got french toast and bacon out of it.” 


Alex just snorted and rolled his eyes while he chewed. Morgan just grinned back and took 
another huge bite. After a few moments of them both silently appreciating the consequences 
of this failed prototype, Alex asked, “So what are your plans for today?” 


“Besides furniture shopping?” Morgan asked raising his brows. 


“Yes, besides that.” 


“Not much, why?” 


“Well...” Alex asked, knowing in this moment, though is words were going to sound like a 
question Morgan didn’t have much of a choice. “I’m have lunch with my folks today and I 
was wondering if you wanted to come?” 


“Oh... ummm...” He started to answer and then Morgan caught Alex’s expression of 
sympathy. “That was a request, wasn’t it?” 


““Fraid so.” Alex replied as he pulled out his phone, “The texts I got this morning from my 
Ma read, and I quote, ‘I can’t wait to see Morgan today!’ New message, ‘Oh and you too 
sweetie’. So... no, I don’t think you can escape this time. And if you try to she’Il just fly to 
Capital City to see you. Trust me. ” 


Morgan laughed at Alex’s grimace. “Learned that one from experience?” 


“ Yes.” And Alex bit into his bacon aggressively. 


“Well then, I guess we’re both going to lunch with your parents today.”” Morgan snickered 
and tried not to let his nervousness show. There was a reason he had been avoiding this, and 
it had nothing to do with Lissa and Mal. They were the two sweetest people on the planet and 
he'd even started playing Letters With Buddies with them. The issue was Alex- or really he 
and Alex together... 


Morgan had been dreading having to pretend to date Alex again and something told him it 
was probably going to be a bit more- uh, difficult this time around... 


Not for any particular reason, of course... 


It just... would be. 


Fuck. 


Chapter End Notes 


:) 


Did I mention that Morgan still doesn't know that Lissa and Mal know he and Alex 
aren't dating? Oh I didn't? Well I'm sure it won't cause a problem~ 


Chapter 29 


Chapter Notes 


Read Me Please: 

Hey All! 

First, thank you all so much for being so patient with me over the last few weeks. I knew 
this chapter would be emotionally intensive but in a good way once I got passed the 
anxiety parts, but I just hadn't been in the right head space to write something like that. 
But I did not completely abandon you all while I was trying to get back into my groove, 
lol. I actually wrote 3 other S&D fics, 2 of which are a part of this series and the 3rd was 
a honeymoon fic. You can find all 3 by going to my profile! 


Second!! I need to shout out Flywolf33. YAZL/! Originally I had just been going to say 
that I really really enjoyed getting to follow along with their comments as they read 
through all of my How Fools Fall in Love series. But then they did something truly 
amazing!! They wrote a fic about Smitten and Devoted!!! EEEEEE! Guys! Guys! You 
have got to go read it! It's so so good! 


It takes place during Chapter 16 (The Pizza Date) and is from the bystanders POV of 
those events. Its wonderful little fic and not only is it linked right here, and is a related 
fic at the bottom of the chapter. You can also find a link to it at the bottom of Chapter 
16! I seriously recommend you all go read it and send them lots of love @ 
https://archiveofourown.org/works/40242894 


That all being said~ Please enjoy this very long chapter! 


TW: Intrusive thoughts, descriptions of anxiety, anxiety related to being honest, 
mentions of trauma, symptoms of trauma, and child abuse 


See the end of the chapter for more notes 


The sun over head heated the damp air making it feel thick with humidity. There was little 
wind this hot summer day but the farm was green and vibrant despite heat. In the fields tall 
stalks grew and wiggled in the non existent breeze. Chickens, ducks, and quiet a few more 
cows were out in the pasture with the horses now then there had been in the winter. The place 
looked so much more alive now. But that made sense of course, Morgan mused, you don t 
really grow stuff over the winter, duh. He had to wipe first one hand and then the other on his 
jeans, passing the photo envelope between his hands so he could dry the moisture on his 
palms. He just wished it was because of the temperature and not because of nerves. 


He had no really need to be nervous of course. This was Lissa and Mal, the two sweetest 
people he’d ever met. They’d literally insisted that he come visit them today. They wanted 
him to be here. Everything was going to be fine. 


It was. 


No really. It was. 


Damn it. 


He’d first noticed he was nervous- like properly anxious about today’s lunch when he was 
getting dressed. After showering and making sure he was clean shaven and that his hair 
wasn’t a complete disaster, he’d started to dig around in the few clothes he brought with him 
to find something suitable to wear... And didn’t find anything that he liked. He’d just been 
grabbing stuff at random yesterday, ratty clothes- everyday clothes. Not go have lunch with 
Alex’s parents clothes... 


So he’d ended up in his pocket dimension and snagged a couple of his nicer spare things 
from the shelves in there. At the very least I shouldnt be wearing jeans that are fraying or 
have holes in them. And since he knew it’d be hot, he’d gone with a nice t-shirt and a short 
sleeved button down to go over top. It wasn’t until he caught himself straightening the hems 
and wishing he had some of his accent accessories that he realized he was fussing. But it only 
registered that this might be more than just regular nerves when he caught himself starting to 
take out his piercings. He was holding a stud in his fingers and just staring at his reflection 
when he came back to himself. He didn’t have to do this. Alex had his ears pierced and wore 
earrings regularly- Hell his parents had bought him earrings for Christmas... /’m not going 
to see my parents... 


So he put the studs back in. And quit fussing. But he didn’t feel any less stressed, not even 
when he remember he actually had a gift for his- for Lissa. More pictures. He’d had some 
printed and they were just in his pocket dimension. So he’d gotten them out just before Alex 
came knocking to tell him it was time to go. 


And now they were here. Walking up the drive. He could see the house now, with it’s pretty 
little porch and cute little shutters and- Oh god- oh god- Morgan could feel his heart rate 
spiking, but instead of acknowledge it he just caught Alex’s hand and tried to pretend he 


wasn’t panicking. He was very good at that. Big smile, pleasant attitude, he was here with 
someone he'd been 'dating' for almost a year now, he could do this. 


And then Alex spoke. 


“You’re... you’re nervous? Why are you nervous?” He asked in surprise as the bugs sung and 
buzzed all around them. He hadn’t expected Morgan to reach out and hold his hand, not that 
he minded of course, but the second he did Alex could feel that tickle of anxiety through their 
empathy connection. It wasn’t very big so Alex doubted he’d have noticed if it weren’t for 
the physical touch heightening it. 


Shit. “Uh... no real reason. I’m... I just don’t want to make an idiot of myself.” He chuckled, 
which was mostly true. He didn’t want to make an idiot of himself... because he didn’t want 


to do the wrong thing and end up fucking up this lie. Andthenthey-wor-twantme-aromnd- 


Alex however, just snorted. ““ Dude... | make an idiot of myself every time I’m here. It’s 
damn near their favorite pass time...” 


But you’re their son. Morgan did not say, because if he said it then all the rest of the other 
little things that were freaking him out would also come pouring out and now really was not 
the time. So he just tried to laugh it off instead. “Ha- I guess you are a serial mass murderer. 
If you haven’t done something wrong by now I doubt I can.” 


“Rude... True, but still rude.” Alex retorted and just shook their joined hands a little. “It’s 
gonna be fine . They love you to bits.” 


“R-right.” And Morgan tried not to grimace, because they loved Alex s Partner to bits... He 
was just the guy who’s helping their son lie to them. Fucking hell- Why did I let him bully me 
into this- 


Alex frowned down at Morgan. He did not seem at all reassured by his words, but before he 
could saying anything else his Ma had stepped out onto the porch. She was wearing one of 
her nice sundresses and had her red hair streaked with grey pulled back into a tail. And Lissa 
Monroe was positively beaming as her two boys approached. 


“Mal~!” She called behind her through the screen door. “Our boys are home~” And then she 
laughed and hopped down the two steps to meet them. 


“Oooh~” She giggled and promptly pulled Morgan into a hug first. “It’s so good to see you, 
honey~” She practically cooed. 


Morgan had to let go of Alex’s hand to hug her back and... even though he was still worried- 
was still afraid that this wasn’t real and it would collapse in on him in a horrible fashion... 
she still felt warm and kind and- And he could let himself pretend for a few hours. No, he 
wanted to let himself pretend for a few hours. He knew there’d be hell to pay afterwards but 
he’d just deal with it later. He wanted to enjoy this little lie as best he could, so he just held 
her tight and felt her too warm hands rub his back. “It’s good to see you too.” He hummed in 
answer as the envelope in his hand crinkled. 


She pulled back a little, but just like last time she didn’t let him go right away. “Then why 
haven’t you come ta see us?” She pouted and wiggled his arms a little. “It’s been months~” 


“He’s been busy.” Mal chuckled as he pushed the screen door open with a soft creak. “Let the 
boy be, Sunshine.” 


“Oh-w!” She huffed over her shoulder, “Don’t tell me you haven’t missed him too.” To 
Morgan she said, “He’s been scheming again.” 


“Oh?” Morgan laughed, genuinely pleased. 


“Yes. He’s still out to get poor Devin.” 


“I’m afraid he got to you’re weather vane.” Mal sighed mournfully, but Morgan could see 
that twinkle in his eyes. The one that spoke to dramatic and spectacular revenge. 


“Not the rooster?” Morgan asked, all mock sadness, matching Mal’s tone. 


“Yes, but not to worry my boy. J have a plan .” And Mal grinned. It was a delightful sinister 
sorta of thing and Morgan could only grin back. 


“One you two can talk about after lunch.” Lissa warned, finally letting Morgan go. 


Alex on the other hand was just standing there, arms crossed, and utterly bemused as his 
parents proceeded to treat him like chopped liver. “ Oh hi, Alex. It’s nice to see you too.” He 
muttered. 


But when he spoke up it caught Lissa’s attention, “Oh, you~” She laughed and pulled Alex 
into a hug too. “We’re just so excited to see Morgan again.” 


“Yeah and you see me all the time.” Alex snorted. 


“Exactly!” She laughed as she pulled back, but just like with Morgan she hung on for just 
another moment longer, eyes twinkling. “It’s good to see you too, pumpkin patch.” And 
sincerity rang in her words like a bird’s call through cool morning air. 


And Alex felt it. Felt her love and warmth and knew that he’d always have it, even when she 
was thoroughly upset with him. Morgan needs that too... he needs so much of it. “I know, 
Ma.” He smiled back and just rubbed her arms a little. 


She stayed for just another moment longer, smiling curiously up at her boy, head tilting just a 
little as she tried to figure out why he looked so sad... And then he glanced at Morgan and it 
clicked. He was still worried about his friend. Whatever rough difficult thing he’d mentioned 
to them months ago must have still been bothering Morgan. Oh... oh baby, it’s gonna be okay, 
we can help too now. 


And Mal was already doing just that as he too pulled Morgan into a hug. He laughed and 
squeezed Morgan tight. “It’s good ta see you, son.” He chuckled. 


Just the same way Lissa felt warm, Mal’s grip was cool and very soothing in this heat. And 
Morgan had to swallow down the shame and anguish that tried to become tears at his use of 
the word ‘son’. It was just an affectation, Morgan knew but it still just made his insides twist 
up. But he kept all that off his face and out of his voice. “Ha! It’s good to see you too.” And 
when they step backed he smiled, “And I’m looking forward to hearing about your 
schemes.” 


“After lunch.” Lissa repeated as she stepped up onto the porch Alex just behind her. She 
might have been dwarfed by the three men but it was well understood she was in charge. 


“Yes, ma’am.” Mal chuckled and held the door open for the three of them and caught Alex in 
a hug once they were all inside. 


“Now we have cold cuts and sandwich fixings in the fridge. We figured build your own 
would work best.” She chuckled before flashing a smile at Morgan, “And so we wouldn’t 
have to turn on the stove in all this heat.” 


“Sensible.” Morgan replied flashing her an equally charming grin and she giggled just like he 
hoped she would. “Oh, but first. I have something for you.” And he handed her the small 
paper envelope. 


“Hmm?” And she took it before recognizing the brand and sleeve immediately. “Oh! Oh, you 
brought me more pictures~ Oh, Morgan, sweetheart, thank you~” She bubbled as she 
promptly began flipping through them. 


Mal stepped up behind her to peek over her shoulder as she pulled the stack out and went 
through them. They were very much like the ones in her album now, but in all sorts of places 
and they went back farther now, not just from the last year or so. “Those are great! Ha, I 
might snag a couple of the duplicates for my scrapbooks. Especially the ones of you in your 
costume, Morgan. You look great.” Mal laughed as he pulled out one of the photos. This one 
was just of Morgan, though the rest from that night had Alex in them as whatever they'd been 
doing had been a team effort. But Alex had snapped a candid of him, light only from 
underneath as he peered down off a roof, mask up but you could tell inside his hood his eyes 
were alight. It was a really good photo. Alex always did have a knack for composition. 


Morgan however blinked in surprise. “You... want a picture of me for your scrapbook?” 


“Yeah, 1’ve been working on one for you just like I’ve got them for Alex.” He chuckled and 
glanced up to find the younger man simply staring at him, stunned. “Should I not have?” He 
asked curiously. 


“T... no- uh, ha! You can make scrapbooks of whatever you'd like I- I just... didn’t know you 
were doing one for me.” Morgan replied as he tried to squash down nasty swirl of guilt and 
longing that were trying to turn his stomach inside out. 


“Course!” He laughed and passed the photo back to Lissa. “You’re family~” 


“... right.” And Morgan smiled, he did his damnedest to kept every scrap of terror and shame 
and desire off his face. He was just here to be pleasant and charming. He could do that. He 
was going to do that. 


Alex however frowned at the back of Morgan’s head as a wave of discomfort and pain and 
desperation crashed through him. Morgan apparently was having a lot of feelings about 
‘being family’ and most of them were guilty. And then Alex felt that scraping, that icky 
barbed wire feeling of worthlessness and self-hatred lurking underneath. 


And Alex’s parents could read their son like an open book. He was upset and worried and he 
was both of those things because of Morgan. Lissa however figured now was not the right 
time, so with a pleasant smile and that same demanding tone she used on her two, and now 
three, boys to give orders, she said, “Well, we can go through the rest of these later. How 
about we get lunch all finished up?” 


And thankfully none of them argued with her, all piling into the kitchen to help get things out 
and start setting up a little assembly line style buffet on the counters. 


Mal, who had his head in the fridge, leaned back to ask, “Morgan, kiddo? Have a cheese 
preference?” 


“Uh... what do you have?” He asked looking up from the tomato he was slicing. Alex, thank 
god , offered to cut the accursed pickles. However upon hearing Morgan’s question Lissa 
snickered and Alex sighed heavily. Mal however grinned delightedly. 


“Well, my boy, I’m so glad you asked...” And he turned and hurried out. 


“ Pa... please.” Alex called out, as his parents yet again found a way to embarrass him. 


“What? He asked!” Mal replied with glee and then he returned with an arm/ful of different 
kinds of cheese. “And I didn’t even bring back the cheese book!” 


“The cheese book?” Morgan asked, a little stunned by the tray that was being held out to him. 
But if Alex’s groan and look of exasperation was anything to go by it was certainly going to 
be a fun time. 


“The cheese book is my log for all the different kinds of cheeses I’ve had, and my thoughts 
regarding them. Like a scrapbook, but for cheese.” He replied practically beaming. 


Oh... oh my god. And Morgan just grinned. It was perfect. He was perfect. God Morgan 
really really just loved being here so much. “That’s amazing .” he laughed. 


“It was the most efficient way to catalog my hobby.” Mal agreed even as his other son 
muttered under his breath about ‘trying to embarrass him’. He glanced over his shoulder at 
Alex and just winked. In response Alex frowned and just shook his head. 


“T completely agree. But I'll be honest... I really don’t know a lot about cheese?” 


“That’s okay. I can help.” Mal replied helpfully and set the tray down nearby. “What sorts do 
you like?” 


So Morgan told him. And after a bit of discussion and after Morgan picked what kind of deli 
meats he wanted on his sandwich, Mal determined that a few slices of Wagon Wheel would 
pair well his choice. He then asked his wife and son what they wanted and both of them 
already knew their answers without hesitation. It amused Morgan to no end, as they both 
were seemingly very familiar with Mal’s antics. 


When he disappeared again with his tray, Alex muttered, “Sorry...” 


“Why~?” Morgan chuckled as he leaned into Alex’s space a bit. “Because if you think J don t 
want to see his cheese book, then I don’t think you know me at all.” 


Alex made a face but he was smiling and just shook his head. “You’re just encouraging 
him.” 


“Good.” Morgan snorted. “Who knows? It seems like a fun hobby, maybe I’ Il pick it up 
too?” 


“Yeah and maybe I’ll take up pickling.” Alex replied shaking his head as wiggled a long 
pickle slice threateningly. 


Little flecks of pickle juice were flicked everywhere and Morgan recoiled. “Not in my 
apartment you’re not.” And Morgan stuck out his tongue for good measure, but Alex just 
grinned before eating the slice. “Gross... so unbelievable gross.” 


“Not a pickle fan?” Lissa asked, exceptionally amused by their very couple-like antics. And 
just a touch curious about who was living with whom now. /t seems to change so frequently. 


“No.” Morgan laughed, teasing tone dropping as he stepped away from Alex to wash his 
hands. “It’s mostly just a texture thing. I’m fine with vinegar and stuff but pickled things 
aren’t my favorite unless their mixed into something.” 


“That’s good ta know.” She hummed and did make a mental note to make sure anything 
pickled was cut extra small before she mixed them into a dish for Morgan. “What would you 
like to drink, sweetpea? We have iced tea, sweet tea, and blackberry lemonade?” 


“Blackberry lemonade?” Morgan asked curiously and peeked into the fridge when she held 
open the door for him. Inside was a glass drink dispenser with little lemon slices painted all 
over it and it held a reddish liquid with fresh lemon slices floating in it. “That sounds 
amazing actually. I love blackberries.” 


“Did you wanna take some home with you?” Mal offered as he walked back into the kitchen. 
“Lissa’s been fighting with the bush in our backyard so we have a bunch.” 


“That’s because I’ve been winning.” She replied smugly, before glancing back at Morgan, 
“Tt’s nearly a proper bush now and not a mess of thorns.” 


“Thorns? ... I just realized I don’t think I’ve ever actually seen a blackberry bush before.” 
Morgan chuckled a little embarrassed. 


“That’s okay. After lunch I can take you out and show you. You can even pick some yourself 
to take home.” She smiled up at him. 


“T- okay, sure. I’d love to.” 


“Good~” She hummed and then it was time to make sandwiches. In a swirl of chatter and 
bumping around and things passed over heads, they all somehow managed to get their plates 
together and their drinks and all end up at the table in relatively short order. 


“So,” Lissa hummed as she grinned over at Morgan. “Alex told us you had a museum heist, 
how did that go?” 


Again, Morgan was surprised to say the least, because even Mal joined in. “Oh yes! I saw 
that online ‘Carmine thief, snatches antiques from the Heart of Emerald City’. What all did 


you take?” His smile just a warm and inviting as his wife’s. 


“T... oh, it wasn’t anything big.” He laughed, reflexively downplaying it. 


“You broke into a museum with one of the best security systems in the country, kiddo.” Mal 
laughed as he picked up a chip and waggled it at Morgan. “That seems like it is a big deal.” 


“It’s an impressive accomplishment.” Lissa added, “Alex said you’d been working on it for 
months. And even with the heroes showing up you still got away, not just anyone can manage 
that, you know~” 


Morgan glanced between them for a second... waiting for the catch. Waiting for the ‘oh but 
did you really have to’s and the ‘you shouldn’t have done that’s... But they never came. 
Because why would they? They’re villains too, remember... And even if they weren’t, they 
both would still genuinely wanted to know. They had wanted to know at Christmas too. They 
had asked about his capers then and both had been please to hear about his adventures, so 
why was now any different? 


It wasn’t. 


They were actually curious to hear about his heist, about what happened and how he 
accomplished it and not just asking to be disapproving or to try and use it as a ‘turning point’. 
It was strange to realize that he was able to process what was happening in his own head. 
That he was aware of the- the conditioning he put himself through to try and not make waves 
with his parents. To know just how much he didn’t say to them. 


And instead of feeling guilty and ashamed over that. Ashamed that he didn’t trust them the 
way he trusted Lissa and Mal he just felt... warm and fuzzy and- and pleased. Pleased that 
they were interested and meant tt. 


“T... Ha, well... Um, I got to use my shrink ray~” He managed after a beat, a nervous little 
smile pulling at his lips. 


“And not on our wood shed this time!” Lissa snickered, which earned her a round of laughter 
from the rest of the table. 


“No,” Morgan chuckled, “I just shrunk a wall instead.” And to his continued delight they 
both jumped on that. Questions galore. They wanted to know so much about the day portion 
of his heist and the tech he'd stolen and the holo-projector he built (and was in the process of 
rebuilding), and what all he took and why- It was... It was really wonderful. 


And they were proud of him. And that part almost felt surreal. The congratulations and the 
praise for his quick thinking with the glass to lead the heroes away. And then his planning, 
making sure he always had a way out. They were just so pleased with him. And they meant 
it, really meant it. And Morgan had no idea what he was supposed to do with it all. All the 
kind words and excited sentiments. 


Somewhere in the back of his mind, he knew that this would turn to vinegar later. No 
sweetness would be retained. Because it’s all a big lie . But he would just deal with the 
consequences later, he always did... 


And as lunch rolled by with laughter and praise and anecdotes. Lissa and Mal then shared 
mishaps from their own villain days and their successes. Morgan talked about the Fife Tiara 
and what all he’d worked out for the Kensington Place job and wished that he’d brought his 
schematics and notes to show them. 


And Alex? 


Well, he just watched. He watched Morgan just... expand under their attention. Delighted and 
engaged and happy ... God he’s so fucking happy here... so why has he been avoiding it so 
much? Alex genuinely had no idea why. He couldn’t think of a single good reason that would 
keep Morgan from coming with him. He’d offered every time he’d been planning to come 
here to bring Morgan along, but he’d always declined. And he would have again today if it 
weren’t for his Ma insisting. 


“What’s on you’re mind, honey?” Lissa asked as Alex, a look of consternation on his face, 
continued to lean against her counter while she dried dishes. Mal had kidnapped Morgan to 
show him the infamous cheese book so it was just the two of them in the kitchen. 


“.. It’s Morgan.” He sighed. 


I could have guessed that. She thought rolling her eyes, “What about him?” 


“He... He likes being here, right?” Alex asked, “Like I’m not crazy. He’s so damned happy 
here. But he won’t come with me unless someone twists his arm.” 


Lissa pursed her lips and thought about his question earnestly. She studied the plate in her 
hand as she dried the last few flecks of water off of it’s pretty green glaze. “... I think... It’s a 
lot of attention for him. Attention he’s not used to.” 


“What do you mean? He’s sociable. He has a whole horde of friend and acquaintances 
basically anywhere he goes.” 


“No,” She laughed, “Not like that.” And then she passed him another plate. He took it 
automatically and moved to put it away, still frowning. Lissa tried not to laugh, he almost 
always complained about helping with the dishes but when he got like this, he’d just take 
things and put them away. It was how she used to get him to clean his room when he was 
little. “I meant parental attention, sweet pea. Especially positive attention...” And she tried to 
not let that make her blood boil. 


She had eyes too. And Morgan acted like he was a sunflower who had never once seen the 
sun. The second you plunked it down in front of the bright pretty rays, it never wanted to 
look away. But it can still get scorch by all that warmth... And if the face Alex was making 
was any indicator she was probably right on the money. 


“.. hell.” He swore softly and dragged hand through his hair as he once again had to remind 
himself that just summoning their hearts or breaking all the bones in their bodies would not 
do Morgan any good. No it would just make me very happy. 


“It’s okay, pumpkin patch. This just takes time. Let him have the time he needs alright?” And 
she passed him another plate. 


“Okay...” He sighed and took the plate, before blinking up at her. “Wait... I said I didn’t 
want to help with the dishes.” 


“Hmm~ You did? When did you say that?” She snickered and Alex glowered at her... But he 
did put the plate away, just like all the other ones she’d given him thus far. 


“Hrmph.” 


And she just laughed, warm and bright. A sound this house had heard a lot over the years and 
would likely hear for many more. 


~* Meanwhile*~ 


“*.. and that’s my Cheese Book.” Mal relayed with glee. ““You know, one of these days I hope 
to convince my dearly beloved to let me put in my very own cheese cave off the back of the 
house, but she said it wouldn’t be a selling point.” He laughed. 


Morgan snorted as he passed the frankly massive binder back to the older man. “I dunno~ If 
you found the right seller it might make or break the deal.” 


“See that’s what I’d been saying, but she wouldn’t bite. I’m hoping since we’re leaving the 
place to you now, she might let me do it.” He replied with a wink before standing, a touch 
slower than he might have done when he was Morgan’s age, but a back injury will do that to 
a fellow. And he reached up to return the binder to its proper place on overburdened 
bookshelf in his study. 


Morgan however didn’t notice. Not as his stomach suddenly dropped to his shoes. He knew- 
remembered Mal saying that at Christmas- hell he remembered the jokes he made about it 
with Alex but- but it didn’t seem real, like actually real until just right this second. Because- 
Because Mal was planning to leave him the farm. Morgan . Who has been lying to him for 
months. 


But that didn’t matter, right? It was Alex’s idea. Alex had also been lying to them for months 
too. So this- it was okay? 


Except he wasn’t Alex. 


He wasn’t even dating Alex. 


He wasn’t their son. 


And if he had lied to his parents like this- had done something like this- had tricked them like 
this? Well... he knew exactly how they would react. Anger. Betrayal. Distrust. 


They didn’t even believe him- didn’t trust him when he was telling the truth. They’d never 
forgive him for a lie. 


Oh- oh god- 


“T- ha, you know only if you want to. I know changing a will can be kinda of time consuming 
and you really don’t have to-” Morgan tried to hedge, barely keeping his composure as it felt 
like the room was about ten times larger than it had been a second ago. Like he was smaller 
now. Younger now. 


< “T heard you were telling lies about me to your parents again, boy. You cant even be a 
sidekick if all you do is lie.” > 


“Oh, it’s no trouble. I’ve already changed it. I did it back in March once I got the Missus on 
board.” He replied, turning just in time to watch the smile fall from Morgan’s face. “What? 
That’s not a problem 1s it?” 


Fuck... Fuck- fuck- 


Morgan just glanced away from Mal for a second and rubbed a hand over his mouth as reality 
slapped him back down to earth. The gravity of the situation made his heart start hammering 
and he could feel a cold sweat start to breakout down his spine as his fight or flight response 
kicked in. He had to make a choice. Right now. Keep the lie going or fess up. One terrified 
him and the other... well it made him feel like a coward. Why does it matter? I’m already a 
worthless fuck up? 


“Kiddo...?” Mal asked again and finally Morgan looked back at him with just this terribly 
pained expression. Guilt-ridden, and afraid and- “Son? What is it? What’s wrong?” 


“ _Don t-”” But Morgan caught himself. “Uh- Sorry.” And he swallowed as he finally glanced 
back at Mal. Kind, devious, loving, fatherly Mal. Someone who had done nothing to deserve 
getting lied to- to having his life and financial decisions guided by a lie. So Morgan blew out 
a Slow breath, and stuffed that screaming panicking child who would rather lie and pretend to 
still be ‘good’ than be honest and hated, back into the cramped little box it deserved. He 
could tolerate being hated. He had for most of his life. 


“Tt’s just... You- you probably aren’t gonna want to keep calling me- 'son' is all. I need to tell 
you something, Mal- You and Lissa both actually. I-...”” He explained even as terror tried to 
gallop through him. And Mal? He was just looking at Morgan with so much concern and 
love- and it was all misplaced. 


He had seriously thought he could just have this ? Could just have another day of pretending? 
That somehow this would all be fine? Of course it wouldn’t be. Of course not. How could it 
have ever been fine? You've been willing lying to them for months. It was never going to be 


fine. 


“..Why? Morgan, you don’t look very well. You’ve gone all pale.” Mal replied gently as the 
young man across from him who’d started to look more and more like a spooked foal ready 
to bolt, now just looked... stiff. “How about you sit for a second?” 


Morgan just shook his head. “No- no thank you, sir. I- I just need to tell you this and then- 
then Ill go.” And then tried to take another steadying breath, to steel himself for this. But 
even standing on a narrow ledge on a high rise in the middle of a wind storm didn’t compare 
to this. Because at least if I fall off the building it will stop hurting when I hit the ground... 
But these were the consequences of his actions, so he’d face them. He took another slow 
breath and straightened his spine. 


“You- and your wife- you’ve both been so incredible kind to me, which was more than I 
deserved. I’ve really appreciated your generosity and hospitality but- But it’s been 
misplaced.” And even just saying that out loud made his chest feel all tight and awful. He 
could feel the tears- the guilt start to constrict around his heart and try to make speaking 
difficult. But he tamped it down. He was not about to cry over this- to try and earn sympathy 
points over something like this, especially not when he was the one at fault. 


So he cleared his throat a little and went on, he wanted to look away- to not have to see the 
disappointment on his face, but he didn’t. He’d rather see the hit coming. “And I should have 
told you that before we left last December. I should have mentioned it before you changed 
you’re will, sir. I- I’m not actually dating your son. I’m- we’re just friends and he needed 
help last winter because he wasn’t interested in being set up over the holidays and- and I 
agreed to help him lie to both of you.” He took one more slow controlled breath, one more 
chance to brace himself before saying, “And for that I’m sincerely sorry. J- I shouldn’t have 
let it go on for this long but I can’t undo that now, just try to fix the problem I’ve caused.” 
And he waited. Waited for Mal’s response. 


Except he didn’t see anger or disappointment or disgust on the older villain’s face. No, he just 
saw worry and confusion... and kindness. A kindness that almost hurt more than any anger 
could have. 


Mal blinked at Morgan, blinked at the man who stood in front of him, emotions hidden so 
very well- locked down tighter than any vault. He stood there shoulders back, arms down, 
jaw set for the worst, and acceptance on his face. Like he knew what to expect- like it had 
happened before. And Mal’s heart broke just a little. 


“...Morgan...” He finally said, “We know, kiddo. We’ve know since Christmas.” And just 
like he expected, and had been afraid of, Morgan stared at him in utter shock. Disbelief 
flooded his expression and with it came confusion. So Mal stepped forward and pulled out 


his desk chair for Morgan. ““Come’re and just sit for a second, that adrenaline crash is gonna 
hit you pretty hard.” 


“..what?” Morgan managed after several moments of extending silence as he just stared at 
the older man. “You- you knew ?” 


“Yes. We sorta expect this kinda thing from Alex. Especially when it comes to his Ma trying 
to do what she ‘thinks’ he needs and not what he wants. These sorts’a shenanigans were 
pretty common for him when he was growing up.” Mal explained. Morgan struck him as the 
sort of person who needs an explanation, a detailed one, to help him process new 
information. “Now, don’t get me wrong. You two did a very convincin job, but Lissa and I 
have been around the block a few times and we figured it out pretty quick. And then we gave 
Alex a little time to come clean before we pushed him on it, but that was back in February... 
Did he not tell you?” 


“no. Uh, no he didn’t.” Morgan replied still just... stunned. He blinked again and cleared 
his throat as he looked away. He just needed a second to reorder his thoughts. ““We- uh, we 
realized the other day that sometimes we’re... bad at communicating. I guess this was one of 
those times, ha.” But no matter how Morgan framed it- no matter how he thought about their 
actions, it just didn t make sense. He wanted to be relieved. He wanted to sit on the floor and 
cry but he didn’t understand. 


“Mhmm, yeah it can become real easy to start thinking that the person you spend most of 
your time with knows everything you do, even when they don’t. It’s a balancing act.” Mal 
nodded along, letting Morgan take his time to process. 


“Yeah I guess it is...” And then after another beat Morgan looked back at him, one hand now 
rubbing at his other arm. His stomach still felt like it was somewhere in his shoes but mostly 
because the whole world seemed to have shifted on him and now he didn’t have solid footing. 
“T- I’m sorry... I just- I thought you both thought I was with Alex. And that’s why...” And he 
just shrugged a little. 


“Why we’d been saying things like ‘son’ and treating you like family?” Mal finished for him. 
Morgan looked so different now, not that determined young man who’d been ready to accept 
and face the ire and consequences of his actions. Now he looked... small. And just a little 
frightened. At Mal’s words he looked away again, reflexively, as emotions tried to dance 
across his face but he hid them well. It took everything Mal had to not just go over and hug 


him. But he needed to wait, to let Morgan come to him first. He was still standing on the 
other side of the room, not inching closer, not relaxing in the slightest, or taking up his offer 
to sit. 


“Kiddo...” He hummed softly, ““What my sunshine said at Christmas? About you being hers? 
Ours? We meant that. And it had nothing to do with Alex and everything to do with you. I 
wasn’t kidding when I said you were welcome here even if you weren’t dating my son, 
remember?” 


And Mal just watched Morgan process what he said. When he saw more confusion and 
disbelief, he just felt his heart break a little more. He’d talked with Lissa about Morgan, 
especially after Christmas and her declaration. And then they spoke again after what little 
Alex had told them in February. They talked, because they knew something was wrong. They 
talked because they wanted to figure out what all they could do to help. Not everyday mind 
you, just every so often, when the thought of him or something that he might enjoy. 


But Mal had thought of Morgan every time he saw that metal rooster through his bedroom 
window each morning. He’d thought about him when Devin had taken it down. And he knew 
Lissa did every day when she got out that album he’d given her... But they hadn’t realized 
just how deep his wounds ran... they’d only been guessing after all. 


“TJ...” And Morgan had to stop and clear his throat. “I had just thought... that it was because 
of Alex- because we were together, you know?” And he shrugged again, trying very hard to 
keep it together. He didn’t want to cry in front of Mal, again. God- he just- he just needed a 
second to regroup. 


“..Because we couldn’t just love you without a reason? Without conditions?” Mal asked, 
voice very gentle. He knew he had this little smile on his face, it was a soft one- a mournful 
one. And he grieved, privately, for the child who had been taught to believe that. 


Morgan’s head popped up and he just held Mal’s gaze. He didn’t look away. Mal just smiled 
and waited and- and- 


oe 


...yes. ”” Morgan finally whispered. Because he knew that. It was what Dr. H had told him 
over and over. That he didn’t have to earn love. Simply being a living breathing human being 
was enough. He was always worthy of love and affection and kindness. 


He’d been telling her this whole time that he knew that. And he did... he knew it. He just had 
never believed it. Believed that what she was saying was true. His whole damned life had 
told him otherwise. But I’m an unreliable narrator. That’s what she’d said. That he had been 
taught to frame the world in a negative way because of the trauma he’d experienced growing 
up. To always assume, expect, and believe the worst. Because he had no proof to the 
contrary. 


Except I do. 


He had Barnaby, and Ohio, and his crew. He has his sister and- and Dave. And he had Alex. 
He had so many examples. And now he had Lissa and Mal, people from his parents’ 
generation who supported this new re-framing. Who believed him. 


One tear managed to escape before he could stop it. He swiped it away and cursed even as he 
voice broke a little. “ -fuck. ” 


“Ha, yeah... I think that about sums it up.” Mal chuckled, before pushing the chair forward 
again. “Come sit for a moment, Morgan. Catch your breath.” 


Morgan hesitated for another second- but then he did as Mal asked. He didn’t realize he was 
shaking until he didn’t have to keep standing. He swiped at his face again. “I’m- I’m sorry- 
About this. I- Pll be fine.” 


“Oh, I’m sure you will be.” Mal hummed and then, slowly he reached out to hold Morgan’s 
face with both hands. Morgan didn’t pull away, he just looked up at Mal with fear and hope 
mixed in his eyes. “And we’ll help you get there, son.” 


That was when the tears really came. But that was okay, Mal had dealt with tears before. He 
brushed them away with his thumbs and then leaned down to just pull this wounded young 
man into a hug. 


Morgan hesitated again- paused for just a moment before he reached up and hugged him 
back. He was cool and his shirt was a little starched and stiff, but he smelled like wheat and 
grass and fresh flowers. Just like the ones that had been sitting in the pretty little vase on the 
table. It felt so nice. 


And it felt terribly, wonderfully, heart-stoppingly real . 


That was when the first sob escaped him. He didn’t manage a second one before there was a 
small popping sound and a bit of red smoke as Alex just appeared in the study. 


Mal, still holding Morgan, looked at his other son with raised brows. He looked like the barn 
cat when she accidentally got her tail stuck in a mouse trap. Mal had switched to the no-kill 
ones after that. Alex, however, was wide-eyed and panicked. 


“Morgan-” And he lurched forward, only for his dad to hold up a hand to stop him. 


“Just a second, Alex... He’s gonna be alright.” Mal tried to reassure him without letting go of 
Morgan, but with all the commotion, Morgan was starting to pull away so Mal let him. 


Morgan blinked over at Alex and swiped at his face. His friend looked exceptionally out of 
sorts, like he was caught between doing what his Dad said and just grabbing Morgan. “I’m- 
I’m alright, Alex.” Morgan replied with a watery laugh. 


Alex, still desperately confused, did start to relax a little when Morgan looked up at him. He 
had been outside with his Ma. After they’d finished the dishes, she’d wanted him to help 
move one of the deliveries that had been left in the wrong spot. They’d been planning on 
moving it with the tractor but since Alex would be home in a few days they’d just waited for 
him. Which felt unfair, since he wasn’t allowed to use his powers for chores unless his 
parents needed his powers for something. And he’d complained about it the whole time he’d 
done as she asked, but when he got near the house again, he’d been hit with this wave of 
anguish and disbelief and heartache. 


He hadn’t really thought- he’d just teleported to Morgan. That barbed wire feeling- the 
depression and self-hatred had felt so intense- so- so painful. He just couldn’t not go. And he 


still felt it. But it was ebbing again, not quickly but it was less sharp now, albeit starting to be 
colored by embarrassment. 


“Are- are you sure?” 


“Yes.” He replied with a little chuckle. And downstairs they all heard the front door open and 
close. 


“Alex? Alex, honey?” Lissa called, “Where did you go?” 


Reluctantly Mal let go of Morgan and called out, “He’s up here, Sunshine. But we’ll be down 
in a second-!” To Morgan he said, “You take a minute, alright? Stay up here as long as you 
need. We’ll be downstairs when you’re ready, okay?” 


Morgan just nodded and Mal squeezed his shoulder a little, before stepping over and 
intercepting Alex. “Come on, we’re going back downstairs.” 


“But-” 


“Downstairs, kiddo.” Mal said as he grabbed Alex’s arm and started to steer him towards the 
door. ““We’re gonna make some spiked lemonade. I think it will help smooth out some of the 
hard edges.” 


“But-” Alex repeated and glanced back at Morgan, still very confused. Morgan just nodded 
for him to go as he rubbed at his arm a little... so Alex let himself be pulled along. Mal 
closed the door behind them gently but didn’t sigh until they were halfway down the stairs. 
“What happened?” Alex asked. 


“Something I was afraid of.” Mal replied heavily as the made it down into the living room. 
He smiled at Lissa and watched as her expression of confusion became one of 
understanding. 


“Ts he alright?” She asked automatically, as she stepped over to them. 


“He will be, I suspect. But it’s gonna take a lot of time, my dear.” He relayed, still holding on 
to Alex. 


“Well we have that in spades.” She smiled a little as she took his free hand in hers. 


Alex, no longer able to stand it, demanded again, “What. Happened.” 


Mal leveled him an annoyed look, that tone was unnecessary, but Alex still looked very 
agitated. “Deep breath, kiddo. He’s gonna be fine. There was just a miscommunication.” 


Alex bristled for a second, sharp nasty words on his tongue, but he let out his next breath on a 
controlled hiss. Then he took in another one and tried to not let his anger get to the best of 
him. His Pa was just trying to help. He knew that. He just wanted to shake answers out of 
him right this second, especially because Morgan still felt awful . “What kind of 
miscommunication?” He finally managed, slightly less angry. 


“The kind where you forgot to tell him that we know you two aren’t dating.” Mal replied and 
watched as surprise and then confusion and than realization wash over his son’s face. Alex 
was always so open with how he felt, so different to Morgan. But when his shoulders fell and 
he lifted a hand to drag over his face, Mal let him go. Alex wasn’t about to teleport back 
upstairs now. 


“fuck.” He cursed as he turned away from his parents. “ Oh fucking fuck-”’ And he rubbed a 
hand over the back of his head as his stupidity settled in. He hadn’t told Morgan. He hadn t 
told Morgan. He hadn’t told Morgan. “Son of a bitch...” 


Lissa, vaguely bemused by her son’s directionless cursing, just looked to her husband with a 
raised brow. “Care to explain further, my love?” 


“Morgan thought we thought he was still with Alex. And then assumed that we were only 
saying and doing the things we were because he was Alex’s partner.” Mal explained with 
another sigh. 


“And... that’s causing a problem, how?” She asked looking from her husband to her son and 
back. 


“Because- god- ” Alex muttered, “Because he didn’t- didn’t think you cared about him . He- 
he wasn’t the person you thought he was. /t wasnt real .’ And Alex wanted to smack 
himself. He wanted to beat his head against a wall. Because god damnit! How could he have 
been this dumb?! Of course, Morgan wouldn’t have wanted to come. Not after knowing he 
was just going to have to keep lying to two people he admired and appreciated. Morgan 
didn’t work like that. 


“But it was.” Lissa replied, still confused, ““At Christmas we told him as much. That he was 
family now.” 


“He didn’t believe it.” Alex answered, shaking his head as he paced. And then his Ma’s 
words clicked. 


‘We told him at Christmas...’ 


T’d sort of been... spiraling all of January... but... It started after Christmas.’ 


“Oh my god... He didn’t believe it was real.” Alex repeated as he just looked at his parents. 
“But he wanted it to be...” 


“Alex... Kiddo, you gotta explain a little bit more.” Mal prompted gently as their son just 
looked at them with this growing horror. 


“T... Lcan’t.” He finally said after a minute, mouth opening and closing several times. 


Lissa pursed her lips, but nodded. “Okay, sweetpea. You don’t have to.” But she glanced over 
at Mal, and squeezed his hand a little. “What happened just now?” 


Mal sighed and lifted her hand to kiss the back of it, enjoying the way her skin always felt so 
warm again his. Like his own little sun. “Morgan and I had been talking and I’d mentioned 
how I wanted a cheese cave and how I might build one since we were leaving him the 
house.” He smiled a little when Lissa just scowled up at him, but he just went on, “But that 
spooked Morgan. He, after thanking me and then apologizing for our kindness being 
‘misplaced’, confessed that he and Alex weren’t together and that he was sorry for lying to 
us. And then he had this... this look on his face, Lissa.” And he knew his expression was 
pained. He could tell just from the look on her face. 


“He... thought we weren’t going to love him- weren’t going to treat him as family anymore 
because he wasn’t with Alex. Because he- he didn’t meet the right conditions for it- for us to 
love him.” Mal finished and just lifted her hand to his face again. Just to feel her warmth. 
Because god- god it felt like his heart was breaking all over again. 


And it finally clicked. Mal watched that same painful realization he’d had bloom across her 
lovely face. He never liked it when she looked like that- looked so terribly sad. It made him 
want to steal her the moon if that was what would make her happy again. 


“oh.” She whispered and blinked the tears from her eyes. And she grieved. She grieved 
quietly in her heart of him. For Morgan. For her other baby. For the one who wasn’t loved- 
who was conditioned to think he had to earn it. Had to do the right things to be loved. That it 
couldn’t just be freely willingly given. No wonder he’s so overwhelmed... Hes never had this 
before. “Oh.” She repeated and just cupped her husband’s cheek. She brushed her thumb over 
his icy skin and wiped away the one stray tear. 


And Alex just stood there, just watched as they processed all the parts he couldn’t say. That 
weren’t his to explain- that he had no right to tell them. That Morgan had wanted to be loved 
by them so badly that when he thought it wasn’t real it started him on a depressive spiral. One 
that he only hit bottom on because his ‘ actual’ parents hadn’t respected his boundaries and 
then forced him into a situation he didn’t want to be in where he’d be subjected to the 
continued torment from his /iteral fucking childhood bully. To tell them that he was on edge 
because he’d had a flashback nightmare not two days ago from the same childhood he’d had 
with parents who didn’t believe him- who tried to force him to be someone he wasn’t- who 
refused to accept him for who he was. And then I helped drag him into a situation where he 


had to look at and interact with and pretend that the thing he wanted the most was real again, 
even though he knows hes just lying to them and that it wasn t. 


No fucking shit he's upset. /’m a goddamned moron. 


Alex hadn’t realized his parents were looking at him- were talking to him until his Ma 
touched his arm. He glanced up from the floor and blinked. “Hmm? What?” 


“You're rotting the floorboards, honey.” Lissa repeated gently, as she rubbed his arm a little 
to help soothe him. 


“What?” And Alex uncrossed his arms and looked down to see this circle of age and decay 
spreading out from around his feet. The floorboards looked grey and brittle as the wood 
started to split along the grain. “ Fuck.” He cursed and snapped his fingers. The hardwoods 
popped back to normal all around him and he shook his head, jaw flexing, as he tried to keep 
his anger and disgust in check. “Sorry.” 


“Tt’s alright, pumpkin patch. You’re just really worried and upset for your friend.” She 
soothed, still rubbing at his arm. His pretty yellow slitted eyes stayed focused on the middle 
distance though, so she took one of his hands and just squeezed his fingers. When he glanced 
back at her, she smiled up at him. “It’s okay, Alex. You’re both gonna be okay.” 


Alex let out a shaky breath and gently- oh so gently, squeezed her fingers back. And then his 
Pa stepped over and put a hand on his shoulder, only to start rubbing his back a little. After 
another shaky breath, Alex just nodded. Because his parents were right. They were both 
going to be okay. 


“now.” Mal said with a bit of a chuckle. “I think I’d mentioned something about spiked 
lemonade to Morgan...” 


“Oh thank god.” Lissa muttered, “Good idea.” 


Alex laughed a bit and let his parents guide him into the kitchen to help, none of them 
noticing the silent figure sitting at the top of the stairs. 


Mal decided this called for his good stuff and without hesitation got down his nice bottle of 
moonshine. Alex made a face, but after it was confirmed that only he was unhappy with the 
choice, not that Morgan would mind, they kept the bottle down. Mal chilled each glass and 
created perfectly crushed up ice for all four. Lissa added the liquor to each and then Alex 
poured the blackberry lemonade in on top. 


“Hmmm...” Lissa mused for a second before snapping her fingers. “Oh I know~” And she 
went back to the fridge and got out a handful of fresh black berries. She muddled them in a 
bit of sugar in another bow] and then added just the sugary juice to each one, trying to keep 
the seeds out as best she could. “Done. Now they’re proper drinks.” She chuckled and picked 
up one to test. Oh it had a moonshine bite alright, but the lemonade helped cut it down and 
the blackberries smoothed it out. 


“How’d we do?” Mal asked with a chuckle before grabbing his own glass. 


“Not too shabby~” Lissa giggled as he sipped and smiled. 


“Well...” Alex snorted, sipping at his own glass. “It still tastes like rubbing alcohol but it’s 
sweet rubbing alcohol.” 


“You have no taste.” Mal laughed. 


“No, I do. And that’s the problem.” Alex replied rolling his eyes, before his smile fell and he 
glanced at the ceiling for a second. 


““.. let him be.” Lissa hummed. “He’ll come down when he’s ready.” 


“T know but...” 


“Then let him be.” She repeated as her son fidgeted. She shot Mal a look. You’re turn. 


Mal’s eyes twinkled over his glass as he took another sip, but when he lowered it he asked, “I 
did have a question, Alex.” And when his son looked back at him he went on. “I... well I was 
wondering what all you could tell us about Morgan’s...” And he struggled for a second, 
loathing to call them ‘parents’... “progenitors?” He finally settled on. 


Alex was still fidgeting but for a different reason now. “Uh... just like, in general?” He 
hedged. 


“Yes. I know you don’t want to give us a lot of details but... know thy enemy, and all that.” 
Mal said with a snort, only sort of meaning what he said sarcastically. From where he stood 
they really did feel like the enemy. 


Alex’s smile looked very cruel for a second but he reigned in his rage. “... I guess... They're 
sort of bossy, and strict. Very by the books and have ridiculously high expectations-” Alex 
started to explain as best he could. 


But then from the archway to the dining room they all heard. ““They’re heroes.” 


All three of them glanced over, not one of them had noticed him approaching. Morgan could 
be very quiet when he wanted to be, and Alex sometimes forgot to notice him so he’d 
managed to eavesdrop rather well. 


“My parents are heroes.” Morgan repeated, hands tucked into his back pockets as he 
shrugged. “So are my siblings and aunts and uncles and cousins.” He went on as he stepped 
into the kitchen. “Technically so are both of set of grandparents. But they weren’t officially 
‘heroes’, just “caped-crusaders’. Which seems like splitting hairs to me but it matters to my 
family, so my cousins and siblings are all 2nd generation heroes not 3rd.” 


“All of them?” Lissa asked. If Morgan wasn't going to comment on them talking about him, 
she wasn't going to either. So she just roped him into the conversation. 


“Yup. All B-tier and above.” Morgan snorted. “And I’m... not. But, every family needs a 
black sheep.” He laughed and shrugged again. 


Lissa made a face but she could tell that Morgan was trying to use humor to cope. She'd done 
that a lot when she was younger, when they first moved out to the farm, so she didn't try to 
contradict him. "... I take it then, that they don't approve?" 


"Ha-! No, no they don't. Not in the slightest." Morgan snickered, "But there are lots of things 
about me that they don't- didn't approve of." 


Lissa pursed her lips again but held her peace. The kitchen stayed quiet for several tense 
seconds before Morgan asked, "... so... is that the spiked lemonade?" And he gestured to the 
remaining glass. 


"Oh, yes." Lissa answered and passed him the glass. 


"Careful-" Alex started to warn him, but Morgan took a sip before he could finish. 


Morgan didn’t cough but he did blink at the glass several times. "Wow- Ha, that's not 
vodka." 


"No, it's topshelf Arkansas moonshine." Mal chuckled. "Too much?" 


"Nah," Morgan answered, flashing him a quick smile before he sipped again. "But if that's 
what it tastes like in lemonade, I can only imagine that it would strip your stomach lining 
going down and coming back up." 


"Only if you don't go blind first." Alex muttered rolling his eyes. 


"Not a fan?" Morgan asked, smiling. 


"No, there are far kinder ways to poison myself." He snorted, returning the smile. Morgan 
still felt uncomfortable and his anxiety was twisting around in the pit of his stomach but he 
wasn’t panicking anymore so that was good... sort of. 


But the silence returned for another few beats as Morgan figured out what he wanted to say. 
"Uh... So maybe we could sit for a bit? And I can explain a few things." He suggested, eyes 
on his glass as the condensation dripped down it. 


"We certainly can but... Morgan, you don’t have to tell us anything you don't want to." Lissa 
reminded him gently. 


"I know..." He nodded and finally looked back up, "But... If you know then- then you can 
help, right? If you don't, then you can't." And he shrugged again. 


Lissa and Mal just nodded and smiled, trying to be supportive. "We do want to help, kiddo." 
Mal added. 


"In any way we can." Lissa hummed. 


Morgan stared at his glass and felt his eyes start to sting a little. He blinked back the tears and 
nodded. "I- I appreciate that." And he let out a slow breath before looking back up. They 
looked... just like they always did. Kind and loving and welcoming. And fuck - if that 
wouldn't break him down faster than any harsh words. "Right-" He coughed and gestured to 
the table. 


The four of them quietly shuffled to the table and arranged themselves comfortably. It was a 
big table but Morgan sat at the corner, Alex next to him and Lissa around the side, with Mal 


across from him. Once the four glasses touched the table little puddles immediately started 
forming despite the cool air inside. 


Once the chairs stopped scraping and everyone settled, Morgan cleared his throat a bit. "So... 
uh, the basics.” Morgan said as he played with the condensation on his glass. “So I have 
complex PTSD, which means I have flashbacks and insomnia and a tendency to avoid both 
my emotions entirely and people generally when I’m- I’m in a slump. And I have your more 
usual mental illnesses / symptoms like depression, self-esteem issues, and situational anxiety, 
because of the PTSD." He explained before glancing up to see if they were following along. 


He saw worry, concern, and sympathy, but they both seemed to understand. Good... "And 
I'm- I'm telling you both this because I've been... ignoring my- my trauma for basically my 
entire life, until like, February of this year. I'm in therapy and I have been for several months 
now. Dr. Haylie, my therapist, has really been helping me learn healthier coping mechanics 
so I don't have- have the kind of lows that I used to." Morgan sighed, before shaking his head 
a little, "All that's to say is she strongly recommended that I build a support system of people 
in my life who can help me out when I'm having a rough go of it. People who already know 
my story and know that I really struggle to ask for help when I'm having a problem. Right 
now, that's just been Alex." And he glanced over at his friend, who was just listening, arms 
crossed and leaned back. When Morgan caught his eye, he smiled a bit and Morgan flashed 
him a quick one back, before looking back at the two older villains. 


"And more recently my sister and... and her fiancé, kinda." Morgan said with a bit of a hand 
wave. "He's... trying." 


"Your sister?" Mal asked, browns drawing down a bit. 


"Yes. She's a hero but we were both really close when we were kids and... and we 
reconnected several years ago. She might not understand why I'm a villain but she still loves 
me anyways." Morgan explained and Mal nodded, "I've also been uh, working up the nerve I 
guess to tell a few of my close friends- heh, both heroes actually. And my nemeses." 


"You're close friends with your nemeses?" Lissa questioned a smile pulling at her lips. 


"Yes." Alex answered with an eye roll. "It's mind boggling sometimes." 


“T like it,” Mal snickered, “It’s like that saying ‘Keep your friends close but your enemies 
closer’, but done right.” 


Morgan shot him a grateful look, still fighting his lopsided grin. “Alex is only complaining 
because he’s gotten attached to both of them too.” And his friends scoffed dramatically next 
to him. Then to Morgan’s immense amusement both of his parents turned their gazes on him, 
eyebrows raised. 


Alex shifted a bit. “They’re just annoying and pathetically weak. Like those ugly featherless 
chicks. It seems excessively cruel to just squash them when I know they’ I just get eaten by a 
cat later on or fly into a window or something.” He muttered. 


Morgan grinned and added helpfully, ““Barnaby is on his must protect list.” And Alex shot 
him a glare, one that entirely unfazed him. Both Lissa and Mal, however, laughed out right. It 
was a wonderful sound and Morgan knew the rest of this conversation wouldn’t have very 
many laughs, so he savored it while they teased Alex a bit. Both said things like how ‘proud 
they were that he was making friends' and 'maybe they should all come over for dinner’. Alex 
sunk further into his chair and glowered. 


Morgan lifted his glass and took another long sip before readying himself for the next part. 
When Mal and Lissa quieted down he went on, “So... All that is to say, that I was wondering 
if... well if you two wouldn’t mind being a- a part of the support system?” 


He barely got the question out before Lissa answered, “Yes! Oh, yes absolutely Morgan, 
honey.” 


Mal, smiling at his wife’s enthusiasm, leaned over to rub her back a little, while he looked 
over at Morgan, “That’s a yes from me too, kiddo. We’d love to be able to help you in any 
way we can.” 


“Always.” Lissa added and she took his hand in hers. Her fingers were warm and dry and just 
a little calloused from working on a farm and living as a villain for most of her adult life. 


Morgan had- he’d assumed they’d say yes. Everything up to his point basically screamed that 
but... It was really nice to hear them say it anyways- to know . “I... Thank you. I... Ha, 
um... Just thank you.” 


“You’re welcome, sweetpea.” She replied and just brushed her thumb over the back of his 
hand as she watched him blink back tears. 


When he composed himself, when he took a slow deep breath, he told them about his 
childhood. He gave them the same rundown he had given to Peony and Dave. And through it 
all Lissa never once let go of his hand. But under the table, Morgan slid his foot towards 
Alex, pausing when their shoes bumped and he just left his foot there. Just a little bit of 
contact- just a reminder that Alex was there, even if he didn’t look away from Lissa and Mal. 


When he mentioned that his tutor both physically and verbally abused him, the little trio all 
had a reaction. Mal and Lissa ended up switching drinks simply because Lissa had made hers 
start to boil and Mal had frozen his solid. And Alex, who knew enough to make an educated 
guess about what happened, accidentally made vicious looking thorny vines, all black and 
dark brown, sprout from the wooden chair he was sitting in. For just a few moments as he 
glared into the middle distance, it looked like he was sitting on a throne of thorns, but with a 
snap they were gone again. 


Everyone had to take a few moments to sort themselves out before Morgan went on to 
explain about being a teenage runaway and how he got himself his own place and made a 
name for himself. And he explained further about his extended family’s attempts to try and 
‘help him turn his life around’. Mal and Lissa both strongly disapproved of that, he could tell 
from their expressions but it wasn’t until he mentioned that he was trying to reconnect with 
his parents that they spoke up. 


“T- Morgan... honey, I don’t think that’s a good idea.” Lissa replied delicately. She thought 
they ought to be tried and slapped in prison with all the villains they put away, and maybe 
singed a bit on the way in, but a second chance was not high on her list. 


“T know... My therapist isn’t fully on board either but...” And Morgan sighed. “They 
reached out to me. Not as heroes, but as just my parents. I- I want to give them a chance to 
see if they meant it when they’ve said they’ve changed.” 


“And have they?” Mal asked, frowning. 


“ No.” Alex growled. 


“Yes.” Morgan muttered rolling his eyes. “They have... but... It’s not the leaps and bounds 
they seem to think it is. They can tolerate being in the same room as me but only if- if present 
myself in a way they are comfortable with. And... they are trying to be accepting of my 
sexuality now, but they still don’t... like it, I guess.” 


“That doesn’t sound like an improvement, Morgan.” Lissa sighed. 


“TI know... But they are trying. I- I want to give them a chance-” 


“That they don’t deserve.” Alex interjected. 


“- That | want to give them.” Morgan countered. “I don’t want to shut them out entirely yet. 
Not until I think it can’t work. Besides, my sister’s wedding is in a few months and I’m trying 
to play... nice. Sorta. I have gone out of my way to push their buttons a few times, knowing 
it would upset them. Sure I justified it as being a test, ones they’ve begrudgingly tried to cope 
with. They aren’t all bad... they’re just... ignorant.” Morgan sighed. 


Lissa clearly wanted to say more but she knew Morgan wasn’t really ready to hear it. He 
looked so tired already, and with their drinks all mostly gone, she couldn’t blame him. 
“...Okay, sweetheart. You know them better than we do... Just please don’t put yourself in 
danger by being with them?” 


“T won't.” Morgan promised. Not again. And he glanced over at Alex. His parents were just 
gonna have to get used to Alex being a permanent guest to truce nights. Not that he’s going to 
give them much of a choice... not after last time. But he sighed again and yawned. 


Mal took that as his cue to mention that he had ‘a few other things to take care of this 
evening’ and how ‘he’s looking forward to seeing them both in a few weeks time’. Morgan 


was clearly flagging and could probably use the chance to unwind. Both boys replied with 
‘thank you for lunch’ and how 'they should be going’. 


Lissa made Morgan promise, pinky promise actually, to come back next month with Alex and 
he laughingly agreed, before pulling her into a big hug. She hugged him back and wished that 
she never had to let him go. But he did pull away and then she was wrapped up in another 
hug as Alex held her tight. She loved both of them so much that she didn’t know how to put it 
into words. 


Then Mal got his hugs in and with a few more heartfelt goodbyes, the pair vanished. 


Lissa looked over at Mal and tried to smile- tried to be okay, but he just took two steps over 
to her and pulled the love of his life into his arms so she could weep her anguish and sorrow 
into his shirt. So she could rest her too warm face against his cool chest and grieve for the 
young man that had been through so much heartache... Just like her little Alex... But they had 
each other now, they weren’t alone any more. And she hoped that thought would soon 
console her, as her husband swayed gently with her in his arms. 


Alex and Morgan landed back in the living room of his private quarters with hardly a sound. 
The windows still showed them Capital City’s skyline, bright and cheery in the midday sun. 
Heat would probably be rolling off the asphalt by now but you couldn’t see the waves from 

up on Morgan’s roof. They didn’t say anything, neither one. They just stared out at the false 
windows and soaked in the silence. 


Alex was the one who finally broke it. 


“So about your slump...” 


“Yeah?” 


“Tt started after Christmas...” 


“And then you avoided me in January...” 


“Yeah...” 


Alex closed his eyes and shook his head a little, disgusted with himself. “And then I made 
you come with me today... Jesus.” And he dragged a hand up through his hair. 


Morgan grimaced a bit, hands sliding into his back pockets as he glanced over at Alex. “...for 
what it’s worth. I’m glad I went with you. Both today and Christmas.” When Alex looked 
back over at him, he shrugged. “That week with your folks was probably the best Christmas 
I'd had since I was a kid, Alex. It was- it was wonderful. I just... couldn’t handle it... not 
being mine . Not being real. It wasn’t your fault I- I conditioned myself to not trust people or 
take anything at face value.” 


“But you still hid from me...” Alex pointed out. 


“Because I didn’t know how to say that I was jealous of your parents, dude. I didn’t know 
how to tell you how I was feeling because then I’d have to explain why and it terrified me.” 
Morgan answered honestly, but the corner of his mouth pulled out a little. “So I just spilled 
my guts to you a month later in a flash thunderstorm instead.” 


Alex snorted but shook his head. “... God, Morgan. I am so sorry I forgot to tell you about my 
parents knowing the truth. I just- I didn’t even think about it.” 


“And I forgot to tell you I liked having you as a roommate and you can stay whenever you 
want.” Morgan shrugged, “Shit happens... and honestly... I don’t know if you telling me 
would have made me believe what they’d said to me in December any more. That- that sorta 
had to come from the source I think.” 


Alex still didn’t look happy but he did look a lot less upset with himself. “Fuck...” He sighed 
before asking, “How are you doing?” 


“Eh.” Morgan replied and wiggled his hand back and forth. ““So-so all things considered... 
And like I want a nap.” 


Alex snorted and then he just laughed. Morgan grinned back as his friend laughed. “-God- 
God I want a fucking nap too.” 


“Sounds like a plan to me. We can go bicker in Ikea tomorrow.” Morgan chuckled. 


“Perfect.” Alex snorted and rubbed at his face, still grinning. 


There was another pause, another beat of silence before Morgan spoke. 


He was looking at his shoes and the gorgeous mahogany floors underneath his scuffed boots. 
“Hey Alex...” 


“Yeah?” 


“T want a hug.” He said softly, eyes still down. And then Alex’s arms came around him and 
Morgan just sighed. Just let it all that tension and stress as he leaned against Alex, his hands 
sliding out of his pockets to wrap around Alex and return the embrace. It felt so damned 
good. It felt like a reset- like a shower or a nap. Something that just let him recenter himself a 
bit. 


And he wondered briefly what it meant that hugging Alex’s parents didn’t make him feel this 
way... Or his sister- or really anyone but Alex. 


Now 8 really not the time to read in on that... 


So he pushed the thought aside and just... enjoyed the moment and that little piece of 
comfort it provided. God it had been a really long day. 
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CJ sighed as they turned the corner, the beam of their flashlight illuminating the hall. They 
hated nightshift. The office building was... spooky at night. And given who owned it, CJ felt 
even more wigged out by being here. They did not want to get on their boss’ bad side- fuck 
they didn’t even want to be near their boss on a 'moderately okay' day. She scares the shit out 
of me... They thought as they neared the glass doors leading to the little waiting room area 
thing just outside her inner office doors. They scanned the little room thoroughly just to make 
sure nothing was out of place and they tugged on the handles again for good measure to make 
sure it was still nice and locked. When the doors rattled satisfactorily, CJ turned back towards 
the elevator to head down to the next floor to do the next sweep. 


“Top floor's clear.” They relayed into their radio before hitting the elevator button. 


“Understood.” Came the crackled reply as the elevator let out a soft ding. It hadn’t left this 
floor which was handy for CJ, because then they didn’t have to wait round for it to get all the 
way up here. 


“Fucking highrises... why does everybody gotta work in highrises...’” CJ complained as light 
pouring into hall when the doors slid noiselessly open ot reveal the stark black metal interior 
of the car. CJ stepped in, turing so they could click the button for the next floor down. After 
once last scan of the hall in front of them, the door slid closed and the elevator began its 
descent. And as CJ departed, the top floor was once again shrouded in darkness, save for the 
few electronic running lights. 


But the quiet stillness only lasted for a few moments before the elevator doors opened again, 
just as silently as last time, however no light filled the hall now. In fact no elevator car was 
even present this time, just the pitchy darkness of an empty elevator shaft, echoey and 


terrifying as the clicks and clanks from the moving car below reverberated up and out of the 
void. 


Then a figure dressed all in black swung down and out of the shaft, landing soundlessly on 
the plush carpet. They rose from their crouch just as the doors slid closed again. 


And the thief grinned . 


Carmine made short work of both the outer lock and then the inner one leading into Tisk’s 
office. They weren’t complicated locks, really just for show, especially since they weren’t 
what was actually supposed to keep people out. No, the high end security system and round 
the clock guards were what really protected this building. 


Too bad for Tisk that I’m better~ He thought as he swung his backpack down, still just 
standing in the vestibule to her office, the inner doors firmly closed. The main security 
system was being fed a nice little loop of this exact time last night, down to the damned 
minute so even the clocks would look the same on the feeds, thank you Mags and Dasia . But 
during their systems’ search last week they’d detected an off-network camera feed inside the 
office, one that wasn’t accessible through the main system. So it was something Carmine had 
to handle himself. But unfortunately for dear Willow Tisk, A-tier Bitch, this was one of the 
few things he was truly good at... She never stood a chance. 


Carmine plucked out a small palm sized device and a remote control from his bag. With a 
press of a hidden latch the four arms of the quadcopter popped out, rendering Sir Buggington 
ready for duty. He didn’t bother to hide his smile at the name, though the half mask kept 
anyone else from seeing it. 


Sir Buggington had been Emily’s contribution to his little drone, one of the first ones he’d 
ever built completely from scratch, but that had been back when Gus was still part of the 
crew. Due to... a miscalculation on Morgan’s part, Gus had been forced into an early 
retirement. Thankfully he was now living quite happily with his lovely wife, Emily, and 
young Charles, as he and his family lived off Gus' hefty pension. Something all of Morgan’s 
people were promised if and when they decided to retire. He still saw Emily and little 
Charlie, for whom Morgan insisted on calling Chuck, often and enjoyed giving them gifts 
whenever he came. But despite Sir Buggington having had numerous upgrades and was on 
his 6th iteration, the name stayed. For Emily. 


He placed the drone down and smiled when it purred to life, the stealth propellers worked 
like a dream as Buggington lifted off, hardly making a sound. Camine guided it all the way to 
the top of the very large doors and left it hovering there for a second. Then with quick fingers 
and some skilled piloting, he opened the inner office door just wide enough for the small 
drone to zip in before he quickly closed it again. The goal here was to go completely under 
the radar. Not a soul outside of his own henchmen was to ever know he was here. 


Sir Buggington quickly shot up towards the ceiling and hopefully never crossed into the line 
of sight of the hidden camera. Then Carmine popped open the view screen on his controller 
and guided the little drone over to the towering bookcases along the side wall. It was the side 
where they’d detected the camera signal, so with the flip of a switch Carmine turned on the 
UV sensors and scanned the bookshelf for that telltale sign of a hidden camera, the sparkle of 
a lens. 


He found it after a few seconds, there on the shelf second to the top on the right hand 
bookcase was the glitter of something reflective and glass. It appeared to be angled to face 
the opposing wall. Interesting. Carmine flew the drone over to the top of the bookcase and 
landed before switching the drone to its wall climbing setting. It worked best on smooth 
surfaces so Sir Buggington made quick work of the wooden shelves and scuttled in on top of 
the camera without crossing into it’s field of view. The drone then settled down on top of the 
hidden camera, making sure it’s body was pressed securely against the camera housing. At 
the press of a button its little spindly legs latched onto the housing like a vice and Carmine 
triggered the override feature. Within seconds, Sir Buggington was linked into the camera’s 
feed and was displaying what it was. Carmine couldn’t really wait long but he had a minute 
to spare and let Sir Buggington’s override software create a loop of the empty office room to 
then play back for the camera’s memory chip for as long as Carmine needed it to. Thus 
effectively hiding him from the camera and ensuring that no one with any technical 
experience could pull the original data from the memory card, because Sir Buggington’s loop 
was the only thing that was being recorded. 


God its really fun to me sometimes~ Carmine thought as he tucked the controller away again 
and slipped inside Tisk's office. It was just exactly what Carmine had expected. Plush dark 
colored carpet, large bloodwood bookcases with bloodwood trim lining the vaulted ceilings. 
An illegal import. He should know, he smuggled it into the country before. The illegal wood 
trade was literally the most prolific smuggling and trafficking industry in the world. It just 
wasn’t very fun or profitable on a small scale. 


Her desk was a dark metal polished to a mirror finish and made Carmine snort. Alex’s black 
glass desk was so much slicker than hers, slicker than most other villains, in fact. It helped 


that Alex’s desk wasn’t made from a material that could be found on this planet. But still, it 
ruined the look for Carmine forever since he knew how properly sinister that design could 
actually look when executed correctly. Nothing interesting was on her desk though, in fact 
nothing in the room was at all of interest besides the massive painting just behind him and the 
view in front of him . And what a view it was... 


A gorgeous nightscape of the city he had come to love, all twinkling and lovely, framed by 
slender black trim and nothing more. Capital City was beautiful and all without the help of 
mother nature tonight. It was a new moon and there wasn’t a cloud in the sky to reflect the 
red glow of the city's light back. The stars were practically invisible even all the way up here, 
rendering the night sky an inky black void. It was perfect. And it was what he’d been waiting 
for. He could have pulled this job off during a full moon, of course, but the darkness was just 
one more precaution he was taking to make sure he was never seen. 


But with his cursory look over, Carmine turned back towards the rest of the office and headed 
right for the wall opposite the camera. It was where his handy dandy little GPS signal was 
coming from anyways, the secret camera watching the wall really just hammered the point 
home. Something interesting was clearly hidden there. 


Besides, there was also a huge ass painting on the wall. Something about paintings and 
hidden safes just stuck in everyone’s minds, even as a joke people still made that association 
and would more often than not fall for the cliche. Even Alex had , Carmine thought with a 
snicker as he remembered his first trip to Alex lair and promptly found Alex’s super hidden 
safe and opened it in under a minute. The look on his friends face was fucking prlceless. 


Still grinning, Carmine set his bag down again and just approached the wall cautiously, he 
didn’t know what all was going to be hidden here or what other kinds of security devices 
might be waiting for him, but regardless of what he found, he knew he was going to have a 
good time. 


In Carmine’s opinion synthskin was one of the best things ever invented. Sure it had all the 
fun medical properties or whatever, but the only thing he really cared about was what you 
could make with it. Synth fingerprints. They used to cost him a goddamned grand a piece, but 
once resin 3D printers started having less than a micrometer of tolerance, well, now he could 
make the models and molds for anyone’s fingerprints for pennies on the dollar. Once the 


negatives were made, a couple quick coats of synthskin later and tada~ A perfect replica 
fingerprint. It was child’s play at this point for Carmine and his crew. So he’d had these prints 
ready and waiting for this heist for months. And he only ever printed 6 fingerprints for each 
of his targets these days, because no one uses their pink or ring finger for security systems . 
And Willow Tisk was no different. 


Carmine found her little fingerprint scanner hidden in the picture frame quickly enough, and 
he’d opened the hidden wall panel easily. From there it was as simple as typing in her 8 digit 
passcode and he was in. That was the thing about number pads, they almost always made 
noise- each button made the softest little sounds and each one was tone specific. So if you 
knew what tone went to what key and say you had a small hidden recording device and GPS 
tracker hidden inside an old paper ledger well... then you’d know just where to look for a 
secret safe and just how to get it in. It was really just that simple. 


The safe let out a soft little beep and swung right open. It was like hearing a symphony and 
walking through an art gallery all at once. Truly a thing of beauty. 


And inside this little safe Carmine found exactly what he’d hoped for. External hard drives, 
documents, photos, and his ledger. It was more precious than diamonds and more dangerous 
than weapons. It was a contingency plan. It was a security blanket. It was a safety net. 


It was blackmail . 


Pages and pages of blackmail. It was what had let Tisk stay in power for so long. It was what 
let Queenclasp live like royalty amongst the villains. It was what kept her on top and made 
her above the law and the FA. And with it Carmine, the lowly D-tier thief, he was going to 
send that mountainous woman and her fucking empire crashing back down to earth. He was 
going to watch her world burn . And he was going to make fucking popcorn while it did. 


He quickly got to work copying all the papers and downloading the contents of the hard 
drives. Once the paper files were saved he re-stacked them and set them aside so he could 
search the inside of the safe more closely. People were paranoid, especially villains, so secret 
compartments inside secret compartments was exactly the sort of thing he always made sure 
to look for. And once again his paranoia about other people’s paranoia paid off. At the top of 
the safe Carmine found a small panel, one that could only be felt and not seen. He pushed on 
it and down swung a small cubby with a flashdrive nestled inside. Carmine beamed and after 


making sure there were no alarms attached to it he plucked it free and got to work copying it 
as well. 


Except he couldn’t. It wasn’t just normally encrypted like the hard drives, this one required a 
password to even access for copying. He didn’t want to risk getting it wrong because with 
something so well guarded as this, it absolutely had failsafes, ones that would probably scrub 
it clean. 


I mean that’s what I would do... But what in the flying fuck is ‘Project Spartan?’ 


That was the name of the drive according to his mini screen. But this really only left him with 
two options, leave the drive here without getting the data off of it or take it and risk her 
noticing it was gone before his trap sprung closed... 


Carmine studied the drive and thought about greed and how dangerous it was. He thought 
about pride and how badly he wanted this plan to succeed. He thought about wrath and his 
fury if he put his whole damned scheme in jeopardy for nothing. 


And then he snorted and pocketed the drive. A thief’s gotta thief: Besides anything hidden 
this well was absolutely worth something to someone. Once the other two hard drives had 
been copied, all 1.5 terabytes, he returned everything to the safe... but he swapped just one 
thing. He put in a nearly identical ledger to the one that Queenclasp had put in there not a few 
weeks ago. When he’d made the first one he’d actually ended up with two copies. This 
modified one just hadn't been as good as the first so he’d kept it and changed out the 
hardware for something... special. One last insult to add to her inevitable injury, if she ever 
found it. He tucked the better ledger, the one with the GPS and audio recorder, back into his 
bag along with the rest of his gear and closed the safe. 


The wall panel slid back into place and Carmine retreated to the vestibule once more. He 
toggled Sir Buggington back into mobility mode and the little drone scuttled back up to the 
top of the bookcase before taking flight once more and quickly flew along the ceiling and 
then straight down by the door. Carmine opened and closed the door just enough for Sir 
Buggington to escape with no one the wiser. 


“60 seconds, Boss.” Maggie whispered over his earpiece. His crew had been monitoring the 
whole building while he worked but didn’t interrupt him unless it was mission critical. The 


60 second alert was a standard warning. And it meant Carmine had to move quickly. With a 
wave rake and a turning pick he jiggled, first, the inner door lock and then the outer door lock 
back into place. He tugged on the handle once just to make sure both were properly locked, 
before darting towards the elevator. He pried the shaft doors open once again just as the car 
started to come into view just below him. Perfect timing. He hooked his climbing harness 
back onto the wire he left hanging in the shaft and leapt into the open air, pulling his feet up 
just as the little wench device started to pull him up- 


The elevator came to a smooth, albeit noisy from this side of the car, stop just millimeters 
below his toes and he had to hold his breath to keep from giggling. Getting the timing just 
right on stunts like this always made him want to dance around with glee. But he could be 
smug later, now it was time to go. 


Once he was certain the guard was good and gone, he quietly let his feet fall to the roof of the 
car. That was the thing about movies, they always got the elevators wrong. People always 
thought if you were on top of an elevator when it got to the top floor you’d be squished, when 
in fact there was a bunch of space and head room so maintenance people could get up here 
and look at the cables and pulleys at the top of the shaft. In fact, as long as you stood still, 
you could ride up and down on an elevator car quite easily. It was how he’d gotten up here in 
the first place, but going all the way back down was too risky, especially when the unguarded 
roof was so near. Which meant he needed to go up~ 


And again if this were a movie some idiot would now be climbing around inside an air vent. 
The narrowest noisiest thinnest collection of sheet metal known to man , Carmine thought 
with an eye roll as he pushed open the hatch to the left. And that’s why god made 
maintenance crawl spaces . He grinned up at the dust and spider web filled hole. He unbolted 
his wench mechanism from the roof of the shaft and tucked the heavy bastard back into this 
bag, before tossing his bag up into the crawl space. With a jump he got his arms braced inside 
the open hatch and wiggled his way up and out of sight before tugging the access panel 
closed again. 


Carmine was once again very pleased that he wasn’t afraid of the dark. That the true inky 
blackness of a space with no light only left him feeling safe. It was very handy for times like 
this. And that he wasn’t claustrophobic. That would be really really bad... He mused as he 
began to slowly crawl through the cords and dust and scurrying bugs not used to having a 
stranger in their home. He sort of thought he would be after that time when he'd accidentally 
gotten trapped in a sarcophagus. Ohio had been stunned that Morgan was just... fine after 
being in the damned stone prison for several hours. But honestly he’d mostly just been trying 
really hard not to take a nap. J guess small dark places are my safe spaces... That's probably 
weird. 


But he didn’t have much more time to contemplate it, because he reached the hatch to get 
onto the roof. It took some finagling, and a good kick with his boot, before the thing finally 
unseated itself and swung open. Fresh night air came pouring in along with the turbulent 
wind that surrounded highrises like this. Carmine pushed his backpack up onto the roof 
before sitting up and climbing out himself. He closed the hatch with a good stomp and then 
spent a few minutes ridding himself of all the damned spiderwebs he’d picked up and hoped 
to god that the spiders that had made them were long since gone. Fuck spiders. 


Carmine tapped his comms twice to sound the all clear for his people. “Up and nearly out.” 
He relayed. 


“Glad to hear it, Boss.” Bill chuckled. 


“How’s the dust?” Lauren asked. 


“Well there was a metric fuck ton of it.”” Morgan snorted as he slapped some more of it off his 
pants. 


“Ts that more or less than ‘I have developed new allergies’?” Ratl asked with a laugh. 


“Eh... less I think.” Morgan chuckled as he wandered towards the air conditioning unit on 
the northern most side of the building. He’d scouted out this roof and all the neighboring 
ones quite a few times with some of his large drones while he’d planned out this heist. And 
broke several aviation ordinances in the process , he thought with a shake of his head, having 
just had to retake the private pilot rotorcraft test to renew his helicopter license, he could 
probably even list the regulations too. “So who won the bet?” Morgan asked as he pulled out 
the parts to his escape plan and started assembly. 


“T did~” Daisa hummed. 


“So unfair.” Lauren whined. “T still think we should be able to place our bets by hand.” 


“That’s just cause you're bad at darts.” Zachary laughed as Lauren complained, but she was 
too far from her mic for Morgan to hear what she said. 


“Just get Ana to let you borrow her dart thrower.” Maggie replied with a chuckle. 


“Oh hell no! That thing is terrifying! Only she and the Boss are crazy enough to use that 
thing. And it’s not like the Boss even needs too.” She complained. 


“T can teach you how to play darts, L.” Morgan laughed as he locked the grappling hook into 
place. “It’s not that hard and I think it adds some fun to the betting pool.” 


“That’s just because we all kept picking the same thing.” She replied. 


“We’re all getting too good at predicting what’s going to happen.” Zachary snorted. 


“Not too good...” Morgan hummed as he pulled the anchor cord out and walked around the 
air conditioning unit. When he made it back to the front he clipped the custom carabiner into 
place, securing the looping cord and anchoring the soon-to-be zipline. And he hosted the 
grappling gun up to his shoulder. “Just well-experienced.” He hummed. “How’s my landing 
looking?” 


“Crystal clear, Boss.” Bill replied. 


Morgan lined up his shot with the concrete wall on the shorter building’s roof across the 
street. “Sounds good. See you all in a bit.” And he fired. 


The grappling hook claw and cable sailed through the open air with the kind of velocity that 
would be lethal if he had been aiming at a squishy person. But it was just right for a concrete 
wall and Morgan watched through the scope as the sharp claws dug in and clamped onto the 
wall. The cable was still loose and bowing in the breeze, so Morgan began pulling on the 


loose end that was fed through the carabiner. He pulled as hard as he could as the cord 
ratched tighter and tighter, until he couldn’t pull the cable any more taught. There was still a 
bow in it, but with winds like this that was bound to happen, regardless there was enough 
downward slope that he wouldn’t get stuck in the middle. He only had to get stuck once to 
not risk that again... ugh. 


But he took the launcher apart and returned it to his bag, leaving only the trolley out. He 
clipped it to his climbing harness and nestled the trolley in place over the line. With that he 
swung his backpack up and on before clipping the front clasp in place, just to make sure the 
bag wasn’t going anywhere. Ashe began to stroll towards the edge, he knew that kick of 
adrenaline was coming... And he had to fight to keep his smile contained. All he had to do 
was look down- and there. His heart started galloping in his chest the moment he saw the 
sidewalk all the way down below him. It was very very far down, the trees and cars looked 
like ones you might find in a model shop from this high up. 


He took one slow breath, then another... Then he stepped up onto the ledge. It was that 
moment of truth. That literal leap of faith. Terror told him just exactly how horrible his death 
would be should he fall. But joy told him to /eap . He lived for that rush- for that surge from 
the thrill and excitement as he did something risky and dangerous. God he loved it. He still 
hated fucking hieghts and he always would, but if he didn’t hate them then he would never 
feel the rush of overcoming his fears. You gotta be afraid of shit to be an adrenaline junkie, 
otherwise you're just crazy. 


With a little laugh and one more look down he glanced at the building he was heading to... 
and stepped off the edge. The cable connecting him to the trolley snapped taut- and then the 
began zipping across the busy city street hundreds of feet below him. The wind whipped 
around him and he had to hold his breath to keep from whooping with joy- The thrill of it. 
The excitement! Fuck this was the best feeling in the world! And not a single person below 
him would ever see him. No that as why he’d waited. The sky was all black above him and so 
was he. He was as invisible as someone without powers could get and he even managed to fly 
through the air. Who needs superpowers when you have impeccable planning~ 


Morgan braced his legs out in front of him as the trolley brakes started to trigger. He knew 
from experience that they weren’t enough to slow him completely and he’d need to brace for 
the impact or he’d crack his head open on the wall he was rapidly rushing towards. But 
between his rock climbing experience and now his free running practice Morgan was old hat 
at this. The toes of his boot met the wall first and he used his legs like a spring to bounce 
gently back from the wall as he absorbed the impact. Then it was as simple as unclipping his 
harness from the trolley and touch down. He was out of the lion’s den. 


“And I’m o-” Morgan started to relay to his team when something moved out of the corner of 
his eye. He jumped about a foot in the air, heart still racing and muscles still pumped for a 
fight, when he heard the laugh. And then he recognized the laugh. “ Son of a bitch-”’ 


“Nicely done~” Alex snickered as he finished uncamouflaging himself. He’d been leaning 
against the wall right next to where Morgan’s grappling hook had sunk into the concrete. 


“Boss-” Some started to say, but Morgan just interrupted them. 


“Alex.” He hissed. “It’s just fucking Alex.” And as he expected, laughter echoed through his 
comms and what sounded suspiciously like money being slapped between hands. 


“Oh come on~” Alex continued to tease as he circled Morgan a little, still just smirking as he 
heard Morgan’s crew cackle through their comms. “You’re not even in the building any more. 
I did good.” 


“Yeah Boss~” Lauren wheezed, “He did real good!” 


“Stuff it.” Morgan hissed into this mic before glaring at Alex. “That’s not the point and you 
know it.” But Alex merely grinned, eyebrows waggling. And Morgan couldn’t help it. He 
laughed. “You’re such a bastard.” 


“The best that ever was.” Alex snickered. “But seriously, that was a hell of job, Morgan. I 
liked the 'surfing up on the elevator' bit the best.” 


“Were- Were you out here watching the whole time?” Morgan blinked in surprise. 


“Course.” Alex snorted. “You’d been talking about this for weeks and I wasn’t gonna sit back 
at your little hideout for this one. Or in the van . I hate the van.” He added emphatically, 
honey yellow eyes sparkling. 


“T too hate the van.” Ratl snickered. 


“T always knew you had sense.” Alex chuckled, knowing Morgan’s crew could hear him. 
“But since you’re done now... Wanna go get pizza?” 


Morgan just snorted as he got the launcher back out of his bag and started re-assembling it 
but this time to retract the cable. “You have been sitting up here this whole time so you could 
ask me if I wanted to go get pizza?” 


“Well... sorta. I also wanted to watch, but now I want pizza.” And he shrugged. “I got hungry 
while you were messing around with the safe.” He added helpfully. 


Morgan just rolled his eyes and pressed a small switch on the launcher. Alex’s head turned 
towards back towards Tisk’s building, eyes scanning for the noise he just heard. “Small scale 
explosive.” Morgan explained as he activated the automatic reel. It whirred to life and the 
cable came rapidly whipping back towards them. “Destroyed the little carabiner ratchet and 
freed the cable. It’1l be the only evidence anyone will find.” Morgan continued smuggly. This 
had always been the hardest part of using ziplines for stealth jobs, getting rid of the damned 
cable without destroying it, these bitches were expensive. But once he redesigned his 
anchoring system, it made them so much more practical. And fun. So much more fun. 


“Huh... neat.” Alex replied as the cable got sucked back into the launcher. Then he shrugged. 
“So? Pizza?” 


Morgan shook his head and laughed. “Sure, but Marino’s is closed.” 


“But all of Italy isn’t.” Alex said, rolling his eyes. 


Morgan just snorted and took the gun apart again so he could stuff it back into his bag. “Sure. 
Why not~ Let’s go get pizza.” 


“Nice!” Alex chuckled and reached for Morgan, but his friend ducked out of the way. 


“Hey! Not yet.” Morgan muttered, “The job’s not done yet.” 


“What? Yes it is. You made it out of the building.” 


“But not out of this one.” Morgan replied, gesturing to the roof they were standing on before 
hoisting his backpack back on. ““We can go get pizza when I get downstairs.” 


“But-” 


“No. Go wait for me down on the street. It’ll only take me a few minutes.” Morgan 
interrupted with a laugh as he headed for the roof access door just around the corner. 


“But-” 


“Goodbye Alex.” Morgan laughed as he crouched down to pick the lock. 


“Ugh! Fine.” And he vanished with the snap of his fingers. 


Morgan just continued chuckling... until he heard one of his crew giggling . That was 
probably bad. 


“ So.” Maggie hummed in that deeply annoying and knowing way she ways managed. 
“Pizza, huh?” 


Morgan rolled his eyes so hard he thought they might get stuck like that. “ Oh shut up. ” He 
muttered back as the lock clicked open and Morgan slipped inside. His words were only met 
with more laughter. 


Alex looked up from his phone just in time to watch as Morgan slip out of a side door and 
close it carefully behind him. He glanced down the alley and smiled when he spotted Alex, 
tugging down his half mask as he approached. “Finally.” Alex complained as he tucked his 
phone away. 


“You jog down 60 flights of stairs without superpowers and then you can complain to me 
about waiting.” Morgan sassed as he wiped at his brow. 


“Or you could have just let me teleport you down.” 


“Pfft. Not a chance.” Morgan snorted and pulled out his earpiece, “But I’m officially done. 
So let me just go change and we can go.” But when Alex just waited Morgan made a go- 
ahead gesture. “Come on let's head back to the apartment.” 


Alex pursed his lips a little and tapped a finger against his mouth. “See... We could do that, 
yes. Or, here me out, there might be another way for you to change and store your stuff all in 
one go. And you could just do that right now... Perhaps.” And he glanced back at Morgan to 
see if he got what Alex was saying. 


Morgan just crossed his arms and shook his head. “Seriously?” But when Alex only grinned 
delightedly, Morgan snorted. “You’re insufferable, you know that?” 


“Yes~” Alex laughed as Morgan turned to head back down the alleyway and Alex followed 
after him. 


“T should have never shown you this.” Morgan replied shaking his head. “You’re like a kid in 
a candy store.” 


“Oh come on~ It’s so cool, Morgan.” Alex answered, clearly excited. 


“You know what I think?” The D-tier villain asked as he checked to make sure no cameras or 
people were looking this way. “I think you’re only doing all of this so you won’t have to help 
me put the dining room chairs together tomorrow.” 


“Me? Distract you and make you tired so I don’t have to help you with a chore I detest?” 
Alex questioned disingenuously. “... Nope. Doesn’t sound like me.” 


But Morgan just snorted and held his hands out in front of himself, palms together, fingers 
interlocked. Now without all the pressure and stress of running for his life it was a lot easier 
for him to open up the rift. He tugged his hands apart and the rectangle of black void 
appeared along the wall just in front of them. He felt tired afterwards, sure but no whorls of 
darkness over his vision this time and no staggering. 


“There...” And he glanced up at Alex who was just about bouning with excitement. With 
another eyeroll and a smile Morgan stepped back and gestured for Alex to go in. 


He didn’t wait to be offered again. Without hesitation he stepped through the inky 
nothingness and vanished inside Morgan’s pocket with glee. 


Morgan, however did hesitate. 


This was the first time someone else had been in his pocket while he wasn’t. It was... 
strange. He could feel Alex, feel him moving around. Feel that the mental map he had for his 
pocket was continuously updating to let Morgan know where Alex was at all times in the 
room. It was terribly distracting if he was being honest and a very weird sensation. He‘d 
never realized his power had real-time tracking for the location of everything inside the 
pocket and now that he did he didn’t know what to do with that information or the sensation. 


If he had to put it into words then it sorta felt like a tickle in his brain. Like how it felt to have 
someone watching you, but less suspicious and more like there was water in your ear and you 
wanted to get it out. Like something was there- something that didn’t belong but wasn’t 
harmful. Like stray hair just behind his eyes. 


He shook his head after a moment and tried to blink back to the present. “ Wierd...” He 
muttered before finally ducking inside and letting the pocket close behind him as soundlessly 
as it had appeared. Regardless of the weirdness, he was definitely ready for pizza. 


It had been nearly two weeks since Morgan had successfully completed the Tisk Tower job 
and he sti// hadn’t finished reading through all the information he’d stolen. She had compiled 
a lot of dirt on a lot of people. Like a Jot a lot. Some of it was mostly nonsense or the 
beginnings of a file on people. 


Like the Mayor, for example, all Tisk had on Miss Goody-Two-Shoes was that she snuck out 
of her pretty little office for smoke breaks. Which, sure, showed that she was human like the 
rest of the world, but wasn’t really blackmail worthy. It did, however, actually make Morgan 
want to vote for her more though. He sorta always thought she was too good to be true but 
now that he knew she had a vice it made him like her more. /’m almost tempted to email her 
office and suggest it as her next ad campaign... Morgan snorted and pulled his feet up to sit 
more comfortably on the loveseat as he scrolled through his tablet. 


But honestly a lot of the data Tisk had was like that- was just the start of a file. But others? 
Oh, others were like novels . Or picture books . Morgan thought as he considered Rex 
Roofer’s file and his many mamy affairs. His wife would definitely be pissed to see those 
photos. But that did explain why Tisk had been left to meddle with Capital City all on her 
own this whole time. She had enough dirt on the other A-tier villains that they left the city 
alone and let her run her business in peace. A business that had originally been focused in 
drugs and weapons smuggling. She ran the docks to the river with an iron fist, but now she 
had a stake in nearly every illegal activity in the city. Drug manufacturing and distribution, 
money laundering, weapons distribution, prostitution, human trafficking, assassinations, the 
list went on. She was fucking everywhere in the city and when she fell the whole damned 
underbelly of Capital City was going to be scrambling. Morgan almost felt sorry for the 
heroes who'd have to deal with the fallout... 


And then he’d come across the hero and cop files she had and he felt significantly less sorry 
for the mayhem he was about to cause. She had cops on her payroll, which wasn’t really a 
surprise, almost all the major players did. But the heroes? She had enough dirt on some of 
these ‘outstanding citizens’ to make the FA quake in their polished costume boots. Which 
again explained why they hadn’t hauled her ass to prison yet. He had been sort of relieved 
that he didn’t find any of the people he cared about in her files... and he didn’t find Strider 
either. 


She did, however, have a file on Alex, one that the pair had laughed over for a good 10 
minutes. It was absolutely absurd. It felt more like a collection of newspaper clippings from 
an angry toddler than any sort of blackmail dossier. Every time she started to find some kind 
of string on Alex, he basically declared it publicly a few days later, thus making it shitty 
blackmail. And they’d both had been having good laugh about it... until they found all the 
dirt she had on Morgan. 


Almost none of it was about Morgan. He was just a subfolder in Alex’s file. He wasn’t 
important, just his connection to Alex was. There were photographs. A lot of them, actually. 
All long distant ones of them just hanging out or just shots of Morgan doing mundane stuff 
like heading in and out of the apartment building, going to the store, grabbing lunch at local 
restaurants... hanging out with his sister . It left Morgan feeling cold. Very cold. Some of it 
was fear, some of it was terror that Tisk might have gone after Peony to get to him, but the 
file made it clear that they didn’t know who she was or who Morgan actually was. She was 
just a ‘person of interest’. But the rest of that cold- that ice? Oh it was rage. It was fucking 
hate . 


Morgan wanted Willow Tisk dead . 


And he wanted her to fucking suffer while she died. He wanted her to take her files and shove 
them so far up her own ass she could taste the goddamned pixels. He knew- somewhere in 
the back of his brain, he knew there would be a file on him like this. That it would be about 
how he was the only weakness Tisk had ever found for Alex. That he was the string to be 
pulled to make Alex- to make the Devourer fall in line. That's why she kidnapped me in the 
fucking first place. 


But that didn’t make Morgan feel any better. He had known that this- that what he was doing 
was important, that this message he was going to send would be for everyone else with files 
on him just like this one. He was about to make it very clear that he was not a fucking 
damsal- that he wasn’t a liablity for Alex to handle. That he wasn’t Alex’s weakness. But 
goddamn did he want to scream it from the fucking rooftops. He didn’t want to play cloak 
and dagger with this one. He wanted the world to fucking see him . And he wanted them to 
be afraid . 


But this was the right call. His plan was the best way to let him keep being Carmine, the 
nobody thief who went on wild adventures and played cat and mouse with his friends. He 
loved that. He loved who he was- who he made himself into more than he wanted the 


recognition. He didn’t need to be seen , he needed to be left the fuck alone, that was all. And 
the people who needed to know that would see what he’d done. They were the only people 
who needed to see Morgan’s message. 


It had still pissed off Alex though. They’d had to talk again about how Morgan knew the risks 
of being Alex’s friend, of being his partner in crime, and he didn’t care. Morgan wanted to be 
friends with Alex more than he cared about having a target painted on his back. And he’d 
been training, that was the whole point of his freerunning training in the first place, so he 
could be a faster target, a harder one to hit. Alex still hadn’t been particularly pleased but 
instead of suggesting again that Morgan would be safer in Alex’s arctic lair, he’d given 
Morgan a gift. 


“Hold out your hand.” Alex growled, expression still annoyed but the lights overhead had 
stopped flickering. 


“Why...?” Morgan asked suspiciously but Alex just rolled his eyes and took Morgan’ hand, 

then he pushed a small metal keychain into it with a huff. Morgan held it up by the little key 

ring and raised his brows. “A flashlight?” It was a small- tiny, in fact, keychain flashlight. It 
was innocuous and ordinary and looked like something he’d already have on his keys. 


“Tt not a flashlight- er, okay so it is a flashlight, but it’s also a panic button.” Alex 
explained. “It'll work just like a normal flashlight, but when it’s on it also emits a subsonic 
sound so low that only I can hear it. I checked, none of the other heroes or villains with super 
hearing will be able to sense that frequency... just me.”’ But when Morgan just stared at him, 
he went on, “Look. Dont get all pissy about it. You'd just said something about how you’d 
yelp if you need me and I thought... I thought this would be a better way for you to do that. 
And faster than getting your phone out or something. If you don t like it I-” 


“Thank you.” Morgan interrupted, closing his hand around the flashlight before Alex could 
take it back. 


Alex flopped back against the bench of their usual booth at Marino 8 and crossed his arms. 
“You re welcome.” 


Morgan glanced down at the little flashlight and tried not to let his emotions overwhelm him. 
When he looked up again to speak he found Alex watching him closely. “TI... Do you mind 


telling me the frequency? I can probably add it to some of my other gear so I have a- ha, a 
panic button there too.” He laughed trying to play off his racing heart. 


Morgan swiped open one of his pocket dimensions and pulled out his keys as quietly as he 
could. And there, just like it had been every other time he’d checked since Alex had given it 
to him, was the keychain. Was that little innocuous flashlight. A panic button. A way to call 
for help . 


Water filled his eyes again and he had to blink it away so he could look at the person who’d 
given it to him. Alex was sound asleep on his new sofa, nearly snoring. He could almost fully 
stretch out on the new plush cushions and with the relaxed arms his feet could rest on them 
comfortably. He was wearing pj’s and that ridiculous robe thing he wore around sometimes, 
all red and black satin and monogrammed no less. Now instead of being an ‘accent piece’ for 
his pjs it was a makeshift blanket as he laid face down to nap on the sofa in the nice warm 
spot the sun had made on the dark fabric. 


[“... the most powerful person to ever exist is taking a nap on my couch...” Morgan muttered 
aloud, stilling quietly holding his keys to his chest. “...My life is kind of surreal.” He 
chuckled and swiped at his eyes a little. | 


And beyond just napping on the couch, the most powerful person to ever exist was his 
fucking roommate. By choice. 


It was mind boggling . 


Alex actually, genuinely wanted to be there- to be here with him. Even though he went out of 
his way to harass Alex. Like when Alex’d come home with a ‘new toaster’ to replace the 
person’ed one he’d gotten rid of, he’d brought back a toaster oven. A very nice toaster oven, 
but not a toaster. His reasoning had been since they were living together this could be his 
contribution to the kitchenware... So Morgan had promptly left, went to the store, bought the 
cheapest noisiest most obnoxious two slice toaster he could find and then while maintaining 
eye contact with the S-tier villain, put it on the countertop. Alex looked like he wanted to 
walk over and slap the white hunk of plastic and metal off the counter hard enough to shatter 
it. But he hadn’t. And there it still sat on that little sliver of counter between the stove and the 
fridge. It was likely one the last toaster Morgan would ever buy because when this one was 
inevitably destroyed he’d just conceded to using the toaster oven... Until Alex pisses me off 
again. 


Or how when Alex had said he wanted to paint the walks in his room, Morgan said he had to 
write the landlord for permission. Alex then tore a sheet of lined paper out of one of 
Morgan’s notebooks and wrote in that flowing script of his, 


<"Dear Asshole. I'm painting my room. Sincerely, Fuck Off."> 


Morgan had laughed for almost 20 minutes after Alex had flicked it at him. The note was 
currently stuck to the fridge. 


He snorted quietly and let his tablet fall to rest in his lap as he continued to watch his friend 
snooze. But despite all that, all their usual bullshit, this all still felt so surreal . Because Alex 
was here, by choice . Alex was his friend, by choice . Alex went on dumb hiests and schemes, 
by choice . He introduced Morgan to his parents, by choice . He didn’t hurt Morgan’s family, 
by choice. He became friends with Morgan’s friends, by choice . 


He stayed... by choice. Morgan thought as his keys dug into his palm a little while he held 
onto them, held them close over his chest. Over his heart. Even after everything- after the 
breakdowns and the nightmares and the trauma. He stayed... No, more than that. He came 
back. 


He keeps coming back. Coming to hangout or talk or check in on me... 


He answers when I call... he wants to. He wants to help me when I’m- when I can t help 
myself. He wants to be there for me... 


A few rogue tears escaped and rolled down his cheeks as Morgan studied the sleeping figure 
so nearby. The sunlight caught his gorgeous blond hair and made his highlights practically 
glow. He shifted a bit in his sleep pulling his fallen hand up from the floor and nuzzling his 
cheek against the couch, before going still again, still very much asleep. And content to be 
that way of his smile was anything to go by... 


It all mattered to Morgan. It mattered that he stayed. That he was here. That he wanted to be. 
That no one in the damned universe could ever make Alex do something he didn’t want to 
do. It mattered so damned much because- because... 


Because that’s why I’m in love with him. 


Another tear escaped and Morgan brushed it away. Because it was the truth. 


He was in love with Alex. 


God, he had been for a while now... he’d just been... how had Peony put it? ‘Been kicking 
on the way down? ’ And oh yes he had been. Morgan had been trying to live with his head in 
the sand, while he stood knee deep in water just so he wouldn’t have to see the pyramids. He 
wanted to be in denial . Had needed to be. With all the other shit going on in his life, with his 
family and almost dying and coming to grips with his trauma, trying to cope with the fact that 
he was in love with his best friend was just too much. He needed to be more stable first. 
Fuck, I still need to be more stable... 


He tried not to shift too much- to make too much noise because he didn’t- couldn’t handle 
talking with Alex like nothing was wrong just now. It- it’d pull him to fucking pieces, 
because he /Joved Alex. He did. And that was such a bad idea. It was absolutely something he 
shouldn’t have let happen... Because what’ worse than being single for the rest of your life? 
Pining after someone who will never love you back... 


“.. fuck.”’ He muttered softly and swiped at more stray tears. He could still remember Alex 
asking him that, asking if he’d rather be single or date him. He’d damn near laughed in Alex's 
face, because of course he had. There was no way he’d date Alex, he was a murderous 
psychopath and they barely knew each other... And Morgan was already so attracted to him. 
Oh fuck no. He sure as hell wasn’t going to let himself get involved with someone like Alex. 
With someone who was somehow both a walking parade of red flags and Mr. Fucking Perfect 
all at once. 


But Alex wasn’t Mr. Perfect. Alex was an idiot. Alex was a dumb motherfucker with one 

whole brain cell. Alex forgot about his own powers sometimes and then also gave Morgan 
shit when he did it too. He had a good childhood and something went sour fast and then he 
went villain, proper eat-your-heart-out evil. He wasn’t perfect. And that’s why Morgan fell 


for him. Because he didn’t pretend to be something he wasn’t. Alex was unapologetically 
himself and didn’t give a fuck who he pissed off in the process. 


And he wants to spend time with me of all people... 


How could he not fall for that? How could he not fall for all his dumb jokes and his pleased 
little smiles when he did something that Morgan liked? How could he not fall for the 
overprotective attitude and the genuine concern? How could he not fall for just how special 
Alex made him feel when he had the most powerful person in the universe’s undivided 
attention? When Alex wanted to go prank people with him? When he wanted to help Morgan 
dress up in costumes to scare teenagers for fun? When he wanted to learn how to plan a 
heist? 


How could Morgan not fall for Alex? 


God- oh god- no- 


For a split second, for a panicked moment he considered trying to find someone else- anyone 
else. He thought of dating and meeting other people- anyone else but Alex to fall for... But 
then he just shook his head, a heartbroken little smile pulling at his mouth. Because he knew 
he never would. No one could ever compare to Alex. How could they? No one else in the 
world would ever be like Alex. Would ever be as adventurous and goofy and adorable and 
homicidal and protective and idiotic and caring as Alex. 


Morgan never wanted to have a soulmate. He never wanted to have another half. Because that 
would just be one more thing that he couldn’t have- one more thing for him to fuck up. But 
it'd happened anyways. He’d found Alex- or really Alex found him and they just... clicked. 
Like the last two pieces in a puzzle. Morgan had no fucking idea what sort of puzzle they 
went into and he likely never would, but he was apart of that picture now... And he didn’t 
want it to crumble around him. 


They were finally in a good place now. They were living together again and Alex knew what 
was up with Morgan and they had a system worked out and it was helping. He was doing so 
much better than he had been this time last year and he just didn’t want to upset that balance- 
Fuck he didn’t even want to breathe too hard and risk this house of cards coming crashing 


down. Morgan wasn’t stable. He wasn’t fine. But he was getting better and the very last thing 
he wanted to do was push Alex away because now he wanted more out of their friendship... 


So I wont. Morgan thought as he dried his cheeks with his sleeve. He glanced down at his 
keys again, and could see the red lines in his palm from where the metal had dug into his 
skin. And there was that damned flashlight. It wasn’t the sole reason for this realization, no... 
But it was the last push. The final straw... A light in the dark. 


And no matter what happened- no matter if he fell out of love or Alex found someone else, 
he wouldn’t trade it for anything. It had very quickly become the most important thing he 
owned and no one would ever know. 


Least of all Alex. 


So Morgan quietly pushed to his feet, leaving his tablet behind. He was going to go wash his 
face and then he was going to poke around in the fridge until he could figure out what to 
make for lunch. It was his turn to do the cooking anyways. 
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Revenge. 


It was such a pretty word. 


Revenge . 


It rolled off the tongue and could be said with a smile or a smirk without diminishing the 
inherent cruelty of the word. It was lovely. 


But here’s the thing about revenge, the thing no one tells you- the thing that people all try to 
ignore or deny or pretend isn’t true... Revenge? Oh it was sweet. Revenge was wonderful . It 
wasn’t this taboo thing everyone makes it out to be. Spite? Malice? Retribution? Oh they are 
just as exactly as gratifying as you think they will be. It leaves you feeling powerful and 
strong and vindicated. It lets you hold ‘justice’ in your hands and makes it bend to your will. 


Revenge was good. 


...80 long as you could handle the consequence of your actions, that is. 


Morals and a conscience and all that pesky empathy could often ruin any revenge scheme, 
even the most thorough and well planned out ones. Add just a drop of guilt into the mix and it 
would spoil the whole dish. It was a shame really. Tragic to watch in person as someone 
lowered the gun and forgave their enemy. Tragic to watch a feud die quietly in the night. 
There was no showmanship- no drama- no gravitas to those pathetic ends. Which is why so 
often it was the heroes who ruined them. The heroes who would talk people down from that 
dramatic moment- that would help them ‘forgive and forget’. 


Fuck. That. 


Alex shifted soundlessly on his perch in the rafters. He was invisible and properly out of the 
way for this show, he was really only here as a spectator anyways. But for added secrecy he 
made sure to stop his heart and to hold his breath, he didn’t want to be detected by 
superhuman echolocation and blindsight. He had to resist rolling his eyes. God that was such 
a dumb power. But no, Alex wasn’t here for his revenge, not just yet anyways. His would 
come later. He was simply here to watch another villain work. 


And fuck did vengeance look good on Morgan... 


He was the only other person in the warehouse right now, up in the rafts just like Alex, but 
instead of being off to the side he was in the center. Surrounded by his control boards and 
gadgets, a puppet master at the heart of his web of strings. He had even went though the extra 
effort of hooking up a device over his chest that would record the sound of his own heartbeat 
and play the inverse of that wave back at the same nearly imperceptible volume to cancel out 
the sound. It had been startling the first ttme Morgan had used it because Alex had been 
hanging out in the lounge at Morgan’s hideout and suddenly he couldn’t hear his friend’s 
heartbeat anymore. Morgan had been delighted that it had worked so well so quickly. Now he 
was wearing the contraption so a pesky little vigilante wouldn’t know he was here. 


This Morgan was calm and calculating and collected. This Morgan was cold and precise and 
unforgiving... And so different from his friend last night. Alex could still hear the jingle 
jangle of his keys and he nervously flipped them around his fingers while he took Alex on the 
final walk-through. 


“..50... That's the plan. I’ve got the dosages all worked out for the sedatives so I know the 
should work and it will give us about 3 hours to take all this apart while they nap. Then it just 
comes down to me being able to get them to do what I want.” Morgan laughed nervously. He 

knew how to be threatening sure, he’d watched Alex do it enough to know what would and 

wouldn t work for him... hell he’d even done it before, but... but it really mattered this time. 
He had to get this right or his whole plan was fucked. 


Alex watched Morgan fiddle with his keys again and tried not to snort. Nearly a third of the 
traps Morgan had just showed him would probably have left Alex punctured, burned, melted, 
or sliced apart if he didn t know they were there. The two B-tier vigilantes wouldnt stand a 
fucking chance and it was hilarious that Morgan couldn t see that. Hilarious that his friend, 
the same man who had said ‘I would enact a revenge so horrific and terrible on the people 
who killed you that their ancestors would writhe in agony and their descents will drown in 
blood.’ with the kind of terrifying finality that it actually startled Alex. And made him believe 
it. That his friend, who put three C-tier villains in the ground with brutal efficiency, didn t 
think he could be scary. It was just laughable. “It’s gonna be fine, Morgan. You’ve got about 
50 contingency plans, besides I can always just scare them for you.” Alex suggested, but 
Morgan grimaced. 


“T... dont want you to have to you know? I want to get them to do what I want without 
needing to use you to do it. I’m supposed to be the one behind this scheme, right? I’m 
supposed to be the one proving that I’m a threat in my own right...”’ Morgan muttered as he 
dragged a hand through his hair. Jingle jangle went his keys and he flipped them around his 
hand again. 


Alex just raised his brow, “Morgan... you have literally built deathtrap inside a warehouse 
sized deathtrap meant to make people panic so bad that they don't realize they are actually 
being leading them into another trap. And you stole all the information from Tisk yourself. 
And you figured out a way to ruin her by yourself without killing her.” And Alex just caught 
Morgan's hand as he started to flip his keys around again. “You’ve got this, trust me.” 


Morgan blinked and looked up at Alex, his heart racing more than it should be. He hadnt 
realized he was playing with his keys again, until Alex had stopped him. He hadnt been able 
to stop messing with them since... well since he accepted that he was a hopeless fool. And he 
was Alex, smiling and amused standing with him in one the most elaborate trap/puzzle he’d 

ever put together... 


But Alex went on before Morgan managed to get his thought untangled, “After seeing all this, 
my kneejerk reaction is to offer you a job again.” He laughed. 


Morgan let out a shaky breath on a laugh, closing his fingers around his keys, and the 
keychain that was there. “Pfft, not a chance Alex.” 


“T know, I know.” He chuckled and let Morgan's hand go. He tucked his keys back into his 
pocket before sliding both his hands into his back pockets, still just smiling up at Alex. And 
finally the S-tier villain started to feel some of that nervous energy fade from his friend. He'd 
been so high-strung for the last week and a half leading up to this. Alex was glad he was 
finally starting to relax a little, even if he knew Morgan didnt think his offer was serious. It 
was, of course. Alex made a point to collect the best minds in the world and Morgan certainly 
qualified. "You want to be your own boss." 


"You’re damn right I do." He laughed as he turned and started to lead Alex back to his 
temporary command center, which was just a mess of schematics, diagrams, and building 
components. "Besides, it would be weird since you already work for me~" Morgan teased. 


"What, because I'm the 'part-timer'?" Alex snorted. 


"Duh. And I mean... You’re also my partner so..." He replied with a shrug, not turning to 
look back at Alex. 


Alex felt that same flutter, that one he always got when Morgan called him that. He knew he 

meant partner in crime, not romantic partner but still... It was a good feeling. He liked being 

Morgan's partner- liked being Carmine’; left-hand man. Maggie was his right, obviously, but 

he liked being the shadowy threat that was always lurking nearby... "Hmm... Since I am your 
partner, might I add just one small thing to your plan?" 


"It depends..." Morgan replied, glancing over his shoulder. "What did you have in mind?" 


A slow vicious smile spread across his face, "Oh nothing major, just something to color the 
point you're trying to make to these morons further~" 


Alex heard said morons outside now, he could hear them bickering. He could nearly taste 
their fear . Nothing like receiving a threatening note, or audio recording, in the mail telling 
you that your villainous activity was about to be made very public if you didn’t go to these 
coordinates on this day and time. Blackmail does have a nice way of making people comply, 
though it wasn’t nearly so much fun as just threatening to murder everyone they ever loved. 
But that wasn’t really Morgan’s style, so Alex was fine to just let him have his fun his way. 


Tauntfiend and Steelhand decided to come down from the roof, smart , but Morgan was ready 
for that option. He was well hidden from the floor and the surrounding beams and heard the 
several soft clicks from his comms as his crew, who were canvasing the surrounding area, let 
him know where they were coming in from. They weren’t allowed to talk, super senses 
always made things more tricky, but Morgan had long since established a click code with his 
crew so they could communicate without words. Alex had given up learning it and just used 
telepathy when he actually needed to communicate with Morgan. He was refraining from 
doing so now, simply because he didn’t want to distract his friend. That and he was far more 
interested in being a bystander for nearly all of this. 


He just wanted to enjoy the show. 


Carmine toggled to the roof cameras he’d installed and watched as Steelhand found the 
skylight he purposefully left un-repaired. Good... fall for the bait... Quietly he lifted the pane 
out of the window and the pair managed to land inside on one of the catwalks nearby. They 
hardly made a sound despite landing on rickety perforated metal. Carmine would have been 
more impressed if they hadn’t then started talking. 


“.. 1m telling you, we're right next to that warehouse...” Tauntfiend whispered quietly. 
“This is a trap.” 


“Of course it’s a trap... But we need to find out who’s try to expose us.” Steelhand replied as 
the crept along the catwalk towards the stairs. ““You sure no one’s in here?” 


“Yes, I can’t hear anyone inside the building-” But before he could finish his sentence a loud 
click echoed through the warehouse floor below. In between the rows and rows of shelving 
and shipping containers an industrial work light clattered on. It was towards the back of the 
warehouse near the loading bay doors, and was pointed like a spotlight at an open shipping 
container. The metal was rusted and the paint was chipping in some places but spray painted 
on the open doors with bright red paint were the words ‘Liar Liar’. 


In a way that sounded well practiced Steelhand quickly relayed the visual details to 
Tauntfiend and they began to make their way down towards the much more obvious trap. 
Carmine toggled through the other hidden cameras and followed the vigilante duo down and 
across the warehouse. He listened in as they discussed what to do as they carefully peeked 
around shelving, boxes, and crates. None of the strategies they listed were going to be 
particularly useful in the situation, but it’s not like they knew that. Finally Carmine switched 
to the camera inside the shipping container and then he waited. 


This was always the hardest part, getting the prey to walk into the trap. They always had to 
psych themselves up first. Except dog boy. Barnaby always just glanced around, took in a 
bunch of details about his surroundings, and then stood perfectly at the center of the invisible 
mark to trigger the trap. He always looked so smug when he got the positioning just right, 
having already determined just exactly where the trap was, it made Morgan laugh every time. 
These morons however were just shuffling around as they stared into the nearly empty 
container. 


The only thing inside was a box with a water bottle sized metal cylinder on it. It was the bait 
for this particular trap. Because from where they were standing they couldn’t see what it was 
without going inside the large metal container. But like suspicious animals they tiptoed 
around the box searching for the hidden danger. It took several long minutes before the pair 
decided the only way to know what would happen next was to just go inside. 


Carmine held his breath. 


They crept further and further in. Each going slowly. Footfalls quiet. 


They crossed the threshold. 


Just a little further- 


Carmine clicked the button. And the container doors slammed closed, the hidden actuators 
and pistons on top firing, then the electromagnets he’d wired up hummed to life sealing the 
container. And he grinned underneath his mask as the vigilantes cursed and looked around for 
any way to escape. After a few moment of panicked breathes, Carmine gave them one. 


First the black light flickered on, now illuminating the room in a sinister purple glow, and it 
revealed the blacklight reactive paint all over the walls. In big smeared letters read “Pants on 
Fire”, along the far wall. Then on each side a code and cypher was made visible. Once they 
had a chance to take that in, Carmine flipped the next switch, this one triggering the telltale 
hiss of a gas leak. At the bottom comers of the container a fluorescently pigmented gas, 
cousin to fluorohexane, began to slowly seep in. Due to its heavy nature it would actually 
slowly fill the room from the bottom up, giving them plenty of time of time to try an solve 
the puzzle. And lastly the audio track began to play. It was a serious of clipped recordings, 
ones Carmine had stolen from Queenclasp. 


It was of Tauntfiend and Steelhand talking with Tisk. It was snippets of them agreeing to take 
money from her. Agreeing to be bribed. Agreeing to be on her payroll . 


The dirty liars. 


Honestly Carmine wasn’t upset that they were being bribed. He understood the need for 
money, especially when one runs a failing law firm that often takes on pro bono cases, and 
the other is trying to put the funds together to take the conniving board of directors to court to 
reclaim his family’s company. Money was important. No, what really pissed him off was that 
they kept claiming to be ‘good’. To be the vigilantes that would protect the city. Screw the FA 
and their policies, we will do whatever it takes to keep the citizens of this city safe. 


What a bunch of bullshit. 


They couldn’t do both. Either they could ignore the law and do things their way and help 
people the best they could, like Ohio. Or they could play the game the FA dictated and do 
everything in their power to fall the rules and be good, like Barnaby. But they couldn’t then 
take that same blood money from the criminals they were fighting and still call themselves 
‘good’. They had to choose. They could be heroes or they could be villains. Not both. 


So this- this little warehouse of horrors was going to be their tipping point. They would have 
to choose, hero or villain. Straight or crooked. And Carmine would make sure of it, one way 
or the other. But for now they had a puzzle to solve. 


He’d actually had a lot of fun with this one while trying to make it visually impaired friendly. 
The audio clips had these loud clicks between each one, like an old school tape recorder, but 
they were in a specific pattern. A pattern that served as the key for using the cypher. From 
there they could decode the riddle on the other wall. With the answer of the riddle in hand it 
was as simple as spelling it out on the rotating cylinder puzzle box, but only if the user could 
read braille. It was as design that required this little duo to work together and if they did, not 
only would they be rewarded with their freedom but also two devices that would help them 
navigate all of the now active traps littering the warehouse- 


* CRE-CLANG!* 


Carmine couldn’t help it. He sighed, loudly, as the sealed doors on the container went flying 
off and clattered across the warehouse. Steelhand stood in the doorway, fist glowing with that 
obnoxious quasi-magical yellow. Seriously... Couldn t you have at least tried to solve the 
puzzle? Carmine thought as he stood up and slung his rifle over his shoulder. 


The two vigilantes sprinted out of the shipping container and made a beeline for the nearest 
bay doors. Carmine stomped on the foot peddle next to him and sighed again. At some point 
after C-tier and up no one was any fun anymore, villains or heroes, they just took everything 
so seriously. It was frankly insulting to having them just ignore the hours and hours of effort 
it went into making a proper deathtrap. But it was also not unexpected. So Carmine had spent 
all of last week, after renting out this warehouse, making it more... “tier appropriate’ for 
these two assholes. 


The single industrial light shut off with that same loud clatter as before, just as the hidden 
speakers all over the warehouse began to play a cacophonous terrifying mashup of amplified 
heartbeats. Dozens of them all playing all at once in a discordant nightmare of sound. It was 
the closest approximation Carmine had ever gotten to replicating the terror of hearing his 
own heartbeat 'change' after being deprived off all other senses for hours. And if they had just 
bothered to solve the puzzle then they would have found earbuds that could have canceled 
out the excessive noise and a pair of infrared goggles, you know, to see the hundreds of now 
active infrared triplines all throughout the warehouse. So instead of being some lighthearted 
traps, this was a hellscape of near death experience around every corner. The first of which 
was a literal gout of fire that shot down in front of both fleeing men preventing them from 
reaching the bay door and forcing them to turn away. 


They want serious, then lets be serious... And he lowered his night vision goggles and began 
tracking them through the warehouse. He followed them while running along the rafters as 
they triggered trap after trap, lighting reflexes the only thing saving them from razor sharp 
blades or high powered piston spikes. Right now Carmine was just biding his time, he was 
waiting for the perfect moment to strike. 


And then he saw it as they rounded another corner and shot down between a row of shelving 
units; the glow around Steelhand’s fist began to flicker. He had reached his limit and Carmine 
grinned. He was no powers expert, or even an ancient mystic dragon expert, but it was safe to 
assume that an energy source that was completely from within could be used to do things like 
protect you from, say a poison... or fast acting sedative. But without that mystic power... 
well, then it was nighty-night. 


Carmine brought his rifle up with one hand and fished out the small remote from his utility 
belt. He would only have one shot at this or they would actually manage to escape, which he 
was not interested in letting happen, so he waited... They darted into view and Carmine 
clicked the button before dropping the remote. Every single speaker in the place all blew out 
at once, emitting an impossibly high shrill feedback squeal. It sent Tauntfiend, who had 
already been struggling with the noise, to his knees with a shriek of pain. Steelhand, also 
briefly stunned, turned back to his companion only for a high-powered rifle to bark once. 


The martial artist swore, staggered and then collapsed to the floor, a tranquilizer dart sticking 
out of the back of his neck. Carmine ejected the casing before chambering then next round 
just as Tauntfiend started to move towards his friend, still dazed. The D-tier villain aimed this 
time just slightly in front of the crawling hero and fired again. This round exploded into a 
cloud of vapor when it made contact with the concrete. And after a coughing fit, Tauntfiend 
also collapsed to the floor, both vigilantes down for the count. 


Carmine lowered his rifle with a sigh, disappointed more than anything. This could have been 
so much more fun if they had just played the game, but no brute force and fear were the only 
languages they would understand. 


So that’s what Carmine would do. He would be fucking terrifying to get what he wanted if 
that's what it took. 


He was a villain after all. 


« ngh...” 


Carmine’s head popped up at the sound and he gestured for Maggie to head further back into 
the warehouse to continue coordinating with the rest of the crew. They were nearly finished 
loading up the vans full of equipment they had brought during their week of trap assembly. 
And now it all had to come down in a matter of hours. She nodded and gave him a two finger 
salute, a smirk winking across her face. Carmine shook his head and fought back a smile of 
his own as he tugged his mask back up. 


He tapped his comms and murmured “It’s showtime.” 


Carmine heard a few chuckles from his crew and a “Break a leg. No really, break one of 
theirs”, which left him feeling smug and proud. He was proud to have them at his back, to 
have his crew’s full support throughout this whole endeavor. But what really brought him 
back into the moment, what reminded him of the gravity of the situation was the purr. 


Somewhere from the shadows behind him Carmine heard a whisper. 


“ Finally. ” 


Alex wasn’t near him, but he swore it felt like that one sinister word had been breathed 
against his ear... and Morgan had to suppress a shiver. He could practically taste the 
anticipation that hung in the air from that one word, could feel it weigh heavy in the darkness 
all around him. This had been literally a year in the making. One year. A year of recovery and 
failure and training and heartache. A year of scheming and tweaking and perfecting. A year 
of waiting. 


This time when Carmine smiled, it was something cruel and cold. 


Finally. 


He tugged up his hood and rolled his shoulders back, before strolling right up to the circular 
perimeter of light. Then he took one step back, making a point to stay in the shadows and 
hard to see as he watched Tauntfiend- or rather Nathaniel Nordock, start to wake up. He 
didn’t have to imagine what it would be like to be in his position. No, Carmine knew exactly 
what it was like to wake up with a motherfucker of a headache, chained to a concrete post, 
with a much too bright light on overhead. To put it mildly, it fucking sucked. Just returning 
the favor. 


He watched as the maskless hero rolled his head forward and tried to moved around, only to 
find his limbs pinned down. He was also probably now starting to realize he couldn t use his 
powers. Carmine mused as the vigilante tugged at the chains and blinked, sightless eyes 
having nothing to focus on. The FA were real tightasses when it came to who had access to 
power suppressor tech, especially their suppressor cuffs. Even on the blackmarket they were 
hard to come by, but if you knew the right people? Well, anything was possible... 


But really this one was completely Dave’s fault. He should have known better than to just 
throw his gear around all willy nilly with me sitting right there. And as Nathaniel started to 
pull he discovered a weight attached to his arm- or rather another arm cuffed to his. Next to 
him Steelhand, aka David “Davy” Land, was chained to the same post and still down for the 
count. Thus Carmine had rendered two supers powerless with one impulsive moment of 
slight of hand. He couldn’t help but smirk as Nathaniel started tilting his head to listen to his 
surroundings. 


He licked his lips once before a croaking out, “...hello?” 


“And a hello to you as well.” Carmine answered, voice light- nearly chipper, and then he 
began to pace. Slowly started circling the duo and watched as Tauntfiend tilted his head to 
follow the sound. “How’s the headache, Nathaniel? Or would you prefer Nate?” 


He licked his lips again and Carmine could see the sweat start to break out across his brow. It 
took him several long seconds to reply, “... Nate, actually.” 


“Nate, it is. So how’s the head, Nate?” 


“... ve had worse.” He answered still trying to follow Carmine’s footfalls. 


“Tl bet.” He chuckled and fell silent again, waiting to see what this captured hero would do. 


He shifted around a bit, the chains rattling, and grew more uncomfortable as the silence 
stretched. Finally he broke it, nerves getting the best of him. “What- what do you want?” 


“Lots of things.” Carmine hummed, “But for now, I just want to know if you remember 
me?” 


“no?” 


“How about I give you a hint?” Carmine offered, still using that cheerful tone, only for it to 
drop into one of icy malice. “ Almost a year ago you broke all the bones in my right hand. ” 


“fuck, ” His reaction automatic as he went pale, “I- Look-” 


“Ah! You do remember me.” Carmine interrupted, voice pleasant again. “I’m glad to know I 
left an impression. It’s so hard to do when you’re being tortured, you know.” 


““She- Tisk- she made us do it-” He tried to explain. 


“Oh I know.” Carmine snorted. “I know al/ about it~” And that gave the hero pause. Because 
just what exactly do I know? 


But as Nate shifted again, his cohort groaned as consciousness started to return to him. “S- 
steel? Steel, are you okay?” Nate asked, head tilting towards his friend. 


“Oh you can just call him Davy. I know who he is too.” Carmine added causally, still just 
slowly circling his captured foes. “But we can wait until he’s more aware before we keep 
talking.” 


It took several more minutes before Davy lifted is head. He then went through that same 
confused tugging and struggling that Nate had when he first woke up, but when Davy blinked 
through the blinding light, he caught a glimpse of the shadowy figure circling them. ‘- 
Wha?” 


“Thank you for joining us Davy. Nate and I were just having a nice little chat while you 
slept.” Carmine answered the hero’s slurred mumble as though it was a proper question. 


“The fuck-” And the groggy hero tugged more furiously on his chains, only for Nate to 
curse. 


“Now, now. I would be careful if I were you. Your chains are linked together, the more one of 
you pulls the tighter it gets on the other, and I don’t want you guys to get hurt... on accident.” 
Carmine explained, tone mocking by the end as Steelhand went still again. 


“Who- who are you?” He demanded, glaring at the shadow as it started to move out of his 
field of view again. 


“Oh me? I’m the man, you nearly killed last year- almost to the day actually.” Carmine 
mused, voice just a little crisp now. “Sorry it took me so long to get around to dealing with 
you two, but a punctured lungs is such a bitch to recover from.” 


“You- you’re that thief?” Davy asked, struggling to turn his head to keep his eyes on the 
pacing villain. “The Devourer’s pet.” 


And Carmine paused. He simply stopped walking and let the silence stretch for a truly 
uncomfortable amount of time. He watched as realization and then fear settled over both of 
them they came to grips with the mistake they just made. He watched them squirm under the 


weight of that silence. Then he rolled up onto the balls of his feet and silently crept his way 
the back around to the front. He watched them glancing around- watched them panic for 
another moment longer before he chuckled. Both of their heads snapped forward again and 
Carmine strolled towards them, bootfalls audible once more. 


“Ah... You two seem to have me confused for someone else...” He explained, voice low, 
nearly a whisper in the dead silence. And he grinned just as he stepped into the light. He was 
dressed in his costume like normal, half mask up, hood pulled low, his hands folded behind 
his back as he held his little surprise just out of their view. He came to a stop just a few feet 
from both of them, and bent at the waist so he was closer to their eye line. “I’m not his pet. J 
am his partner. ” 


Carmine watched as they swallowed hard, mouths gone dry as fear undoubtedly made their 
heart’s gallop. Good... Be. Afraid. And then he straightened but he stayed where he was, no 
longer hiding in the shadows. 


Davy found his voice first, “But- but you’re just some D-tier. You’re- you’re a small fry.” 


Carmine tilted his head a bit and made a show of grimacing while he sucked in a breath 
through his teeth. ““Yeesh, that must be so embarrassing for the both of you then. Me, some 
D-tier nobody, capturing both of you B-tier wannabes. Talk about egg on your face.” He 
mocked. 


“What do you want from us?” Nate finally asked, he hadn’t said much since Davy came too. 


“Oh that’s actually quite simple.” Carmine answered, tone jovial again. All smiles and 
amiable. “I just want you both to tell the truth.” 


This was met with silence. Both heroes just looked up at him surprise clear on their faces, 
obviously waiting for the other shoe to drop. When Carmine just continued to smile, Nate 
muttered a confused, “What?” 


“T. Want. You. To. Tell. The. Truth.” Carmine repeated each word slowly making sure he was 
driving his point home. “To the tightasses at the Fairness Association, specifically.” He 


clarified. 


“The truth about what?” Steelhand demanded in the way only the guilty could. 


“Who you work for.” 


“We’re vigilantes-” He started to say, but then Carmine held up one finger, interrupting him. 


Wordlessly the villain reached for his belt and pulled out a small device, Davy flinched back, 
only for an audio recording to start playing. 


<<”-You said he was trafficking kids!” Steelhand demanded. 


“No... that was what you all... wanted to believe.” Willow Tisk replied in that slow calm 
way she always spoke in. “I merely said... he was a smuggler...” 


“He was running drugs- insulin, epipens, bictegravir-! He was helping people who couldn’t 
afford their medications.” Tauntfiend spat. 


“And you both... took care of him for me... He didn’t have... my permission to use my 
docks.” She answered coolly. 


“This- this isn’t what we agreed on!” Steelhand shouted. 


“Yes... yes it is. I feed you information... and you handle my problems... Paragons on the 
Payroll? Right?” She mocked. 


“No- no more.” Tauntfiend bit out. 


““... Lsee... You seem to be mistaken... You’ve taken my money... My generosity... My 
hospitality... You belong to me now... and you will do what you are told.” Queenclasp said 
very carefully, “Or I will... pay a visit to... the people you love... Perhaps I shall go down to 

that... law firm on the East End... I’ve been looking for... a new attorney. Or maybe that 
little dojo on the Southside... And get... acquainted with the people... who work there.” >> 


Carmine paused the recording and slipped the recorder back into his belt pouch, both heroes 
looked sufficiently pale by now, so he made his point. Now he just waited for them to sort out 
their next move. 


Nate was again the first one to speak, “...where did you get that?” 


Carmine just snorted and gestured to himself with his free hand, “Thief. I stole it.” 


“She’Il- She’ Il kill you.” Davy muttered, much more subdued now. 


“Ooooh, she’ ll certainly want to, I’m sure. But she’s about to be much too preoccupied.” The 
D-tier villain laughed, but it was just a touch more sinister than it had been the last time. And 
again he watched his captives both squirm uncomfortably. “But that’s actually where the two 
of you come in. As I said before, I want you both to tell the truth. Not to me of course~” And 
he dropped the surprise he’d been holding at their feet. 


The manila folder slapped down onto the concrete floor, and with the toe of one boot 
Carmine spread the contents out in front of the pair. It was pages and pages of transaction 
histories and transcripts, each one linking Steelhand and Tauntfiend to deaths in the city and 
payments from one of Queenclasp’s holding companies. “You see, I already know everything 
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Carmine gave Davy a few moments to read and then relay the written information to his 
companion. It was fascinating to watch both of them deflate so quickly, their wills crumbling 
before him. Once they were done, Carmine was looking at two broken men who made a deal 
with the devil and fell in too deep. He almost felt sorry for them... 


Almost. 


“Why do you want us to talk with the Fairness Association?” Tauntfiend finally asked, head 
down though his eyes were still focused into the middle distance. 


“Oh I’m so glad you asked.” Carmine chuckled. “You see, I want you to tell them everything. 
Every job, assignment, and penny Willow Tisk gave to you. I want you both to spill your guts 
to the FA like the good little rats you are~” He nearly sang. 


Both heroes just stared up at him, even Nate lifted his head as though he might understand 
what Carmine meant by looking towards the sound of his voice. “...what?” 


“You heard me. Narc. On. Her.” Carmine repeated. 


“But- but she’ ll kill our friends- our loved ones.” Davy stammered and struggled a bit again. 


Carmine snorted and dismissed him, “Oh whatever. Like I said before she’s gonna be too 
busy for revenge.” 


“What the hell do you mean- And hrk- What are you getting out of all of this!” Steelhand 
snapped back still pulling on the chains futilely, until his friend elbowed him to stop. 
“ SOITY.” 


“Well those are actually one in the same.” Carmine replied before bending down again to be 
eye level with the struggling heroes. “What I want is to unmake her. What I want is to bring 
her empire to the ground and watch it burn .” And he let that final word hang in the air for a 
moment. He wanted to make sure they understood he was going to destroy it a// . Then he 
straightened again and started to pace a bit, acting the villain again. Now was the time to 
monologue, and it was one he’d thought about for quite a while. 


“And you two can help me do that. You see, she has been skirting the law for quite some 
time now, always managing to squeak her way out of a court room or a cell. She was always 


one step ahead of the idiotic capes. And she managed that by keeping dirty on the people of 
this city, an insurance policy. She would just play her trump card and voila she would slide 
out of handcuffs and be back in her cushy office before lunch.” Carmine ranted as he paced. 
“But-” And he turned back to the heroes. “Say she didn’t have that get of jail free card? Say 
all those secrets weren ¢ so secret? What then?” And he his lips pulled up it to a malicious 
sort of grin, though his mask covered most of it. They could still see his eyes, however... and 
he could see the recognition on their faces. 


“But what then...” Carmine repeated. “Well, the FA still couldn’t just arrest her you know, 
not without information regarding her many many illicit activities... But say that information 
was also made public by... an anonymous source , then all they would have to do is verify it, 
right?” He explained, and though he spoke like they were questions he wasn’t really waiting 
for answers. “But then they'd have to deal with warrants and all that irritating procedure.” 
Carmine complained and swatted at the words like they were flies. “It would take them too 
long and she might escape before then... unless...” And he glanced back at his captives, that 
malicious glee coloring his voice again. 


“Unless, of course... they had inside information. Say two insiders turned informants flipped 
on her just as all of this was coming down. What if they along with a series of documents 
verifying the bank transactions,“ And he gestured to the pages on the floor, “-could directly 
link her to all of their crimes? Well... she would never see it coming~” He all but purred, 
finally stilling, his plan laid out before them. 


“fuck...” Tauntfiend muttered. 


“ Fuck. Her.” Carmine corrected with a hateful sneer. 


Davy however seemed less than thrilled by this whole plan. “It’s not gonna work. She’s- 
she’s too slippery for that. She’s got a team of lawyers and enough money to just make this 
problem go away.” 


“Not in the mayhem all that honesty and truth will cause. Secrets are meant to be kept and by 
her letting them slip through her fingers she will have burned a lot of bridges- well, /’// have 
burned a lot of bridges for her, but semantics.” Carmine added waving it away. “And of the 
people left in power who haven’t been forced into hiding, they won’t touch her money with a 
10-foot pole. She’ll be blacklisted because no one will want to be associated with her.” 


“,.and all we have to do is tell the truth?” Nate asked quietly. 


“Nate! You can’t be serious, man! We can’t do this- you know what she does to people! 
She’ll come after F- She’Il come after everyone.” Davy protested. 


“Not if she doesn’t have the money, power or influence to.” He countered. “You- you said it 
yourself, we needed to find a way out... this is it. We can help stop her, keep her from doing 
this to someone else.” 


“No- no. This D-tier nobody has gotten to you, man. He’s full of shit- Remember last year? 
Remember how he got arrested by a mall cop ? And how we laughed about it? There’s no 
way he has all the shit he says he does.” Davy insisted. 


“Oh, don’t forget how I dress up in colorful costumes to scare teenagers. Or how I got caught 
tagging the Tool Technologies HQ.” Carmine added snickering, not at all insulted. When 
both heroes looked back at him in confusion, he tilted his head a little. “What? You know 
wearing a mask isn’t the only way to protect your identity, right? Fucking amateurs.” He 
snorted and rolled his eyes. “God, I can’t believe you two haven’t been caught already, you 
are shitty villains.” 


“We are not villains!” Steelhand spat, straining against his bonds, but before he could say 
more Carmine moved. 


He shot forward and caught the restrained hero by the collar, twisting his hand up in the 
material and pushing his knuckles into the other man’s throat effectively choking him without 
cutting off his blood flow. No blacking out for you . And Carmine leaned in close as the 
blonde haired man’s eyes shot wide with fear while he gurgled. 


“No... What you are, are the Queen’s pawns. What you are, are sniveling cowards who got in 
too deep and picked the wrong person to Fuck. With. What you are, are pieces that I have 
captured and will play on my board however I see fit.’’ Carmine hissed, voice as frigid as a 
Siberian winter. He held Steelhand’s gaze as he gasped and struggled... and he wondered for 
just a moment about not letting up. He wondered how long it would take for him to really 
start panicking. How long it would take before the light left his eyes... permanently. 


After another beat he released the B-tier asshole with a dismissive flick and straightened. “ 
That is what you are...” He muttered as Steelhand sucked in panting breaths and coughed a 
few times. 


“You- you can’t make us...” He finally mumbled, still defiant despite his bruised throat. 


“Oh I can’t, can I?” Carmine taunted, before laughing. It was a slow laugh, one that built into 
a sinister cackle. It echoed though the massive warehouse and reverberated back on them like 
dozens of people were laughing with him. When he was finally done he mimed wiping at his 
eyes, “You really are too stupid for you’re own good, aren’t you?” 


“Y-you can’t make us talk...””» He repeated but sounded much less sure this time. 


“Of course I can.” Carmine snorted as he began to pace again. “It would be rather simple, 
actually. All I would have to do is a bit of basic hacking. I’m not too bad with computer stuff, 
you know? Have to keep current with all the cybercrimes and the like.” He chuckled, back to 
being all smiles and mock cheer. “See, I have all this data already. All the transactions and 
the banking information, it would be incredibly simple to just add a third person to your little 
dimwitted duo, I could even make them look like the ring leader. But the trick of it would be 
picking someone who couldn’t argue- who couldn’t defend themselves...” And he glanced 
over his shoulder at the pair, hate in his eyes. 


“What was the name of your friend again? ... Ah, right. Leo Cell , the dearly departed 
Capacity Guy. His death sort of started this whole chain of dominoes, it’d be very fitting to 
bring him back into it.”” Carmine hummed as shock and pain shot across both his prisoners' 
faces. “It’s so easy, you know... To ruin the good name of a dead man . And his wife, Jamie? 
She just woke up from her coma, right? I mean it would be such a shame for her to find out 
her husband was secretly a criminal and had roped both of you into his deal with Queenclasp. 
But she wouldn’t believe it, no... it’s not like shit like this doesn’t happen all the time ...” 
And he just let his words hang in the air, let his threat sink in. 


And he just watched their faces, watched as anger and defiance bleed into shame and guilt 
and slowly faded away into defeat. 


“So what’ll it be, pawns ?” He asked with a vicious little smirk. 


“.. we'll do it.” Nate sighed. 


“Excellent.”’ Carmine hummed. “Now, I meant what I said. You tell them everything . All the 
details you can remember, every job, payment, turn of phrase. All of it, got it?” 


“Yeah, yeah we got it.” Davy mumbled. 


“Good- Oh, but there is one thing I want you to omit.” 


“What?” 


“This conversation.” Carmine replied. “You getting the mysterious notes and the shipping 
container and the death traps, can all stay. It’s just this little chat that I want to stay between 
us. As far as you two are aware, you were knocked unconscious and woke up tied up with 
that file at your feet and you don’t remember anything else.” 


“Fine.” Nate nodded and after a second he elbowed Davy, who begrudgingly nodded as well. 


“Perfect.” Carmine replied as he brought his hands together. “Now I will just leave you two 
gentlemen here. The FA should be coming by to pick you both up in...” And he made a show 
of glancing at his wrist computer. “Five minutes. Not too shabby on my part~” He chuckled 
as he turned away. 


“You already called them?” Steelhand demanded flabbergasted. 


“Of course, the are notoriously slow to respond to non-emergency calls and I didn’t want you 
two waiting here all night. I’m a villain not a monster.” He snorted as he walked away. Then 
he paused and held up a finger. “Oh wait! Just one more thing-” 


Carmine spun on his heels, took two quick steps towards the heroes and roundhouse kicked 
Tauntfiend in the face. He heard something crunch under the heel of his boot, but he didn’t 
slow down. He used the momentum to whirl around and grab Steelhand by the shoulder 
before he drilled him right in the stomach. Davy gagged as blood ran down Nate’s face. 


“ That was for the broken hand.” He hissed at Tauntfiend. “ And that-”’ He muttered only a 
few feet from Steelhand’s face, “ Was for the punctured lung.” Then he shoved back in 
disgust and turned once again. “ Now , we’re finished...” And he strolled back into the 
darkness as they wheezed and groaned. 


“And gentlemen? I recommend that you pray to whatever god you believe in that you never 
see me again. Because at least then you’1l know your deaths will be swift.” He said, voice 
raised so it would carry back to them even though he didn’t bother to turn around. And his 
footfalls faded away into silence once more. “You wouldn’t like the alternative...” 


And then there was another laugh that echoed through the darkness. This one seemed to 
come from all around them, it was as if the very shadows themselves were laughing their 
haunting amusement. It was layered and deep and sounded as though the devil himself was 
creeping through the warehouse. Except the devil would be a blessing in comparison to who 
was actually there... 


(No... you really wouldn’t) 


The Devourer’s growl echoed through the warehouse, like it belonged to something that just 
clawed its way out of Satan's own nightmares. The backs of the heroes’ necks crawled, as 
that animalistic terror of being something's prey filled their hearts. Because now the darkness 
itself looked alive with hate and malice. It seemed as if only the light above them was 
keeping that heinous malevolence at bay. 


They looked frantically around, trying desperately to see, or hear, but a glimpse of the very 
personification of evil incarnate... But they never did. They never heard another sound. 
Never saw a thing. It was just them and the inky motionless void . 


Alone in the world with that terror lurking somewhere around them... 


They screamed at the top of their lungs when the heroes finally arrived, desperate to tell them 
whatever they wanted to know, if only they would get them the fuck out of this warehouse 
and into a well-lit well-secured room. 


“Alex! Alex!” Morgan laughed, excitement radiating from every movement. “It worked! Jt 
fucking worked!” 


Alex couldn’t help but grin in return as Morgan’s enthusiasm poured out. “I told you it 
would.” He snorted, hands tuck into his pockets as Morgan turned to fucking beam at him. 
They’d only just made it back to his hideout, his crew was around somewhere but Alex really 
wasn’t paying them any mind. Not with Morgan standing right there. Not with Morgan, 
costume jacket unzipped and mask and hood down, beaming at him with all the exuberance 
of a kid in a toy store after successfully terrorizing two heroes into doing his biding. Yeah... 
no Alex could literally not give a single fuck what the rest of the planet was doing right now. 


“T know- I know! But- But it worked! Ha!” He all but cackled, riding high on the power and 
adrenaline and all of it. Fuck it was amazing to be the mastermind behind something as 
complicated as this- but to be seen as it? He didn’t think he could put it into words. He knew 
that he couldn’t- shouldnt do this very often. He didn’t want to be a big fish... at least not 
publicly- er, no. Really at all. It was so much extra work and time and money that would take 
away from his heists and adventures. He didn’t want to do that, he got a taste of it every time 
he had to play CEO for Alex. No, he didn’t want to be a player even behind the scenes... But 
the recognition ? That was so much more addictive than he thought it would be... Zalk about 
power tripping... 


“And you at the end!” Morgan went on, “That fucking growl from hell? Alex! That was 
perfect!” And hot. So extremely fucking hot. Morgan did not say. “You were right though, it 
made it clear to them that we partners and that little rumor will spread underground and it 
will kill any other attempts to try this because the retribution will be vile - Fuck!” He laughed 
again. 


“T’m glad you liked my idea, it’s almost like I too know what I’m doing.” He teased, to cover 
the fact that he nearly missed his mark back in the warehouse. He’d been so focused on 
Morgan- on watching him. Enraptured by the way he stalked around his prey. The way he 
moved, slow and casual one moment, arrogant and dismissive the next, and then lighting fast 
and violent. It was like watching a predatory play with its food and it- it... did something for 
Alex that he was not fully prepared for. 


Like he knew he found Morgan hot. He knew he wanted his best friend- his partner ... And 
he knew Morgan could be fucking vicious. The werewolf interlude was enough to prove that, 
not to mention the cold calculated demeanor he’d slip into when someone tried to hurt his 
crew. When Morgan got like that he looked like some unfeeling observer ready to cut you 
part just to see what made you tick. Or ready to simply put a bullet between your eyes and put 
you down like a rabid dog. It was terrifying... And unbelievable attractive. 


But this? The hunting? The stalking ? It was like being in his crosshairs. It was like being the 
center of that laser focused violence... And Alex wanted it. He wanted Morgan to hunt him. 
He wanted to play that game... wanted to be caught... Fuck he had never wanted to be prey 
before- never wanted to be caught before, but now he did. And wanted it badly. So badly, in 
fact, he’d had to freeze time to go jump in the coldest deepest part of the river... and sit there 
while doing complex calculus in his head before he could even bear to look at Morgan 
without wanting to whimper. 


It was so beyond embarrassing he didn’t know if he could every explain it to anyone- that he 
would ever want to. This- whatever this feeling was? He didn’t ever want to tell anyone about 
it. Because honestly how the fuck was he, the most powerful person to ever live, supposed to 
explain to a potential partner that he wanted to be chased, to be hunted ? Even just thinking 
about doing that, turned him off of the idea... Probably because they wouldn t be Morgan... 
how can that even be a kink?! How can I want something but only if it’s from one person 
specifically? What in the actual Fuck!! 


But now of course that he was thinking about it again he was starting to- er, have the same 
problem as before. And there was Morgan, definitely still talking but Alex hadn’t caught a 
word of it, damn near electric with pleasure and joy and Alex could feel it. And he’s still half 
in his costume- fuck I could just peel him out of it and push him up against the table and- 


And the arctic circle. I need to go sit on the sea floor in the arctic circle until I get a grip or 
the heat death of the universe... which every comes first- 


Fuck. 


Chapter End Notes 


Fuzzy duck... 
Ducky fuzz... 


This link will take you to a fic containing the Explicit portions of this story. The first 
chapter will explain in more detail and can be read without encountering any explicit 
materials. Thanks! 


https://archiveofourown.org/works/39325593/chapters/102261402 


Chapter 32 


Chapter Notes 


Hey all... Uh, so I don't usually put in TW for nothing but really read them this time. 
This chapter is a horror chapter, and I don't use that lightly okay. As Lighthouse has said 
on several occasions, Alex is Evil and mine 1s no different. This is bad, yall, like real 
bad. So use your best judgement please 


If you decide this is too much or that you want to skip ahead, just skip over the part in 
between the '***' and you will still get enough of what happened to continue to follow 
along with the story. 


TW: contains Graphic depictions of: violence, gore, physical torture/psychological 
torture, and intense fear, Body Horror, Psychological Horror, and Fear of the Unknown 


See the end of the chapter for more notes 


It was a Tuesday. 


Just a regular old Tuesday. People woke up and did all the normal Tuesday things. They went 
to work, they did laundry, they went grocery shopping. It was a Tuesday. 


In fact it was the last Tuesday of the month. So it was hot and schools hadn’t started back up 
yet so kids and teens were out and about doing things they probably shouldn’t but hey... it 
was just a Tuesday. 


Except for a certain group of people, people from all over the country, it was about to be the 
very worst Tuesday of their lives. And all he had to do was click enter. 


Morgan glanced up from his tablet and looked out his window, it was sunny today which 
meant there was light shining in off the neighboring buildings and it created all kinds of 
weird sunspots across his living room. But he was used to them by now, used to their weird 
sheen and asymmetrical shape. He picked up his second cup of coffee for the day and just... 
watched the world outside his apartment. He enjoyed the silence. He wanted to remember 
this moment, this snapshot of stillness. 


He clicked enter. 


Morgan grinned around his mug as he took another sip. It wasn't everything he'd stolen, but it 
was enough. He held onto the files pertaining to other villains, just in case they annoyed him. 
He could release their data later, like a petty kind of retaliation. And he still hadn't managed 
to decrypt that thumbdrive. He was going to give Dasia and Maggie another few months to 
poke at it before he gave it to Alex to let his people take a crack at it, but for now 'Project 
Spartan' would get to keep its secrets. 


Regardless it was about to be a hell of a Tuesday. 


Willow Tisk, aka Queenclasp, the crime boss of Capital City was about to have a meeting. 
She had a few clientes from the drug runners on the southside, they wanted to renegotiate 
their contract. Tisk was providing them with money laundering services and ‘protection’ 
details while they moved product, for a fee of course, but they had begun to feel as though 
her cut was... unsupportable with their current business model. Tisk was just getting ready to 
inform them that their failing business was not her problem, though her competition was in 
fact what was putting them into the red. Still that was on them for not being able to keep up. 


She stood up slowly, buttoning her signature black suit jacket as she did, she has a reputation 
to maintain of course. Then she reached for the remote to shut off the muted tv. She usually 
left it on Today’s Earth, just to see what all was happening in her city, but just as her finger 
hovered over the off button the ‘Breaking News’ title card flashed over the current talk show 
piece. 


<’This just in, a massive data dump was just added to EncycloDrips, containing hundreds of 
files regarding prominent members the government, law enforcement, and celebrities...’> 
Read the subtitles, but Tisk had stopped reading them. No she was looking at the pictures 
flashing up on screen. Pictures she recognized. 


It was as if the only thing she could hear now was the whooshing of her own heart. It 
pounded in her chest as photo after photo flashed on screen. Then it was back to the reporters 


and her focus snapped back to the captions just as she saw her own picture- the one from her 
company website, appear on screen. <’...additionally a huge data packet was released 
regarding CEO Willow Tisk and what appears to be the illegal activities her company, and 
person, have been involved in.’> 


More pictures now, pictures of her with her clientele. Pictures with other ‘notable’ figures, 
ones the FA also kept files on. Pictures of her with her cane raised over her head and the rest 
of the photo blurred out. Her body in the still image was contorted with rage, a snarl smeared 
across her usually passive face, and what might have been blood spatter coloring her usually 
pale skin like freckles. 


That same rage was present on her face now. Hate poured from her in waves- it overflowed 
inside her chest as her fury found it’s way out. A scream of rage burbled out from with in her 
barreled chest as the remote went crashing into the TV screen across from her. It shattered on 
contact and the screen spiderwebbed and began to glitch horribly, yet the news report 
continued to play. Muscular hands slammed down onto the black glass of her desktop and 
with a horrendous crash the legs buckled underneath the weight to her anger, the glass 
spiderwebbing here too. 


Fists cleared the surface of her desk, they scattered her computer and papers to the floor in a 
flurry of broken electronics and slow fluttering pages. Another scream shook the room as she 
turned, hands slapping against the wall just underneath the painting of her family. She dug 
her fingers into the very sheetrock itself and ripped the hidden panel clean out of the wall. 
She slapped in her code and nearly wretched the handle off her safe. 


And as she stared inside- stared into her cache... she found it all accounted for. Confusion 
colored her rage for a moment as she panted. She found nothing out of place, all her hard 
drives and printed copies were accounted for. She tapped the upper compartment and- ... 
found it empty. No flash drive in sight. 


Someone had been in her safe. 


Someone had been in her safe. 


Someone had been in her safe. 


They were dead . She was going to find them and beat them to death with her bare hands-! 
She was going to squeeze the life out of them as she crushed their throat underneath her 
fingers! Death would be the only mercy they would receive from her, but not until she left 
them a broken puddle of meat and bones on the floor. 


And it was in her rage that she noticed the newest addition to her safe. The thing that had 
been causing her so much trouble over the last few months. No one, not even Mr. 
Montgomery had known where it had come from. And surely he would have told her after all 
she put him through, his heart couldn’t handle the stress of... so much scrutiny. No one knew 
who made this ledger or where it was from. 


She snatched up the book and began to search it over, feverishly looking for any kind of trick 
or tampering to the cover. Upon finding none, she jerked the book open none too carefully 
and pages ripped under her hands- 


*Tinc-kah-SPLAT* 


As she jerked the book open to the middle a small glass capsule ruptured with force and a 
spray of red fountained out. It splattered across her face, her hands, her clothes- It splashed 
along the walls and the painting above her, looking horribly like an arc of blood across the 
faces of her dead wife and son. 


Shock, horror, confusion- They were the only things that Willow Tisk felt in that moment. 
But before her rage could return there was a knock on her window- Her window? 65 floors 


up? 


She turned to look out the glass and was met with a familiar masked face. Clinging to the 
window was the Arachnid, a teen hero who had been nothing but trouble for her since he first 
showed up. Him jumping automatically to A-tier within a few months had only made his ego 
bigger and his obnoxious quipping endless. 


The webslinger cocked his head a little as he shouted through the glass, “I guess you could 
say we caught ya red-handed, huh?” 


Tisk screamed again, her indigent fury could be heard all the way down on the streets below 
as more heroes slammed through her office door. 


Talk about a hell of a Tuesday... 


<Senator Johnson’s Attorney De-announced Allegations of Affairs with Minors> 


... Boring... 


<Capital City District Attorney Stepping Down over Accusations of Drug Use> 


...90 What? Arent all attorneys high as kites? 


<Capital City Police Chief Arrest on Charges of Racketeering> 


. Pfft, just racketeering? Not the all the damned cover-ups? Please... 


<Port Authorities Seized Millions of Dollars in Illegal Assets> 


...For which they will promptly start selling... 


<10th Circuit Court of Appeals Under-fire for Allegations of Bribery> 


...Ha! No shit. God I think Roofer alone bought them all new boats just last year... 


<Internal Committee Set-up by Fairness Association to Investigate Alleged Corruption> 


...Ls this really news to anyone?... 


<Willow Tisk, aka Queenclasp, Still At Large... More Tonight at 6> 


Hmmm, there certainly will be tomorrow... Alex mused as he scrolled through this 
afternoon’s headlines. This week had been insane . Arrests, scandals, accusations, panic. It 
was fucking great! He and Morgan had basically only been communicating via news related 
memes for the first few days... Until the news broke that Tisk had escaped. 


Morgan had been pretty pissed when that bulletin had gone out, he couldn’t believe that the 
Fairness Association just let her get away... But also like, a drunk monkey could get away 
from the heroes so he wasn’t overly surprised. Mostly he was just annoyed that they let all his 
hard work go to waste, they had one job. One. And they couldn’t even manage to do it the 
one time he wanted them to actually succeed. But after he was done ranting he’d sort of 
moved on from the whole situation, he’d accomplished his part. Tisk was ruined and she 
would have to start from scratch again, so he put her out of his mind. 


Which was fine and all... But Alex hadn’t. 


Tisk had simply been an annoyance when this all had started. She was an A-tier villain... and 
a bit of stuck-up bitch who was getting a little uppity but really she wasn’t more than a 
nuisance at best. Like stepping on gum, or finding out the tag on your shirt was itchy. Alex 
had hardly paid her any mind. And then she’d targeted Morgan... 


She kidnapped him, tortured him, and from what Morgan had assumed and then later 
confirmed, she had intended to kill him and leave him in a ditch somewhere for Alex to find. 
That had upgraded her to a problem. Like a leaky sink, or a tire with a slow leak, it needed 
his attention and was going to be dealt with but wasn’t a priority by any means. 


Then Morgan had voiced his plan, had explained to Alex what he wanted to do for revenge. 
Which honestly Alex had been on board with from the start, it was so much more sinister 
than just some drones that rang doorbells at inopportune times. Though as Morgan liked to 
point out, the doorbell drones were very villainous for a D-tier. Morgan preferred to play to 
his rank more often than not, but this kidnapping situation in particular had upped the ante. 
He’d been kidnapped before sure, even kidnapped by people who wanted information about 
Alex but it had never been about hurting Alex through Morgan before. But this time with 
Queenclasp... well, she wanted to make Morgan suffer to get back at Alex. She had asked 
simple basic questions over and over and over while she tortured him, it had been her guise 
for the heroes so they wouldn’t balk at her methods. But Morgan had known- had seen it in 
her eyes as she’s punched him that it had never been about the questions. It had only been 
about the pain. 


Of course it had also been her idea for the vigilantes to try and jump Alex too, they had later 
learned. She had egged Tauntfiend and Steelhand on and in doing so had started all of this. 
She had manipulated them into getting their little hero team to fight Alex, and Alex won of 
course . But that gave her the fuel she needed to twist the poor sad little heroes who’d just 
lost their friend into being her good little puppets. They were the ones who kidnapped 
Morgan, and the damage she had inflicted, along with the heroes, could have easily all been 
blows the two martial fighters had delivered by themselves. They were her fall guys, her 
lambs for slaughter. She was going to leave them holding the body and let Alex rip them 
apart while she both got away scot-free and could use it as an opportunity to take bigger bites 
out of Alex’s own holdings within the city. It was a distraction. It was all just one big ploy to 
get back at Alex and to steal from him in the process. 


And that? Oh that was something he absolutely could not let go unchecked... but they didn’t 
know about all of this until much later. So Alex had let Morgan scheme, let him take the 
reigns on this revenge plot. And what a beautiful revenge it was. The underbelly of Capital 
City was in utter chaos without their bloody queen at the helm. Morgan had shook the 
criminal community in a way they weren’t likely to forget: No one’s secrets were safe. Big or 
small, A-tier or not, no institution or business or structure could ever truly keep their secrets 
safe. There was someone out there who could burn empires at the click of a button, so watch 
out... 


It was a hell of a lesson for other villains to learn and one he’d managed to deliver entirely 
from the shadows and he’d done so without ever killing anyone. He played the game his way, 
not the way everyone else said he should. It was amazing to watch. It was fucking beautiful 
and it made Alex proud to be friends with Morgan, proud to know that someone with that 
kind of cold vicious ingenuity was his partner. Morgan did everything on his own terms and 
this scheme demonstrated that with ruthless efficiency and it would likely keep any villain 
with half a brain from trying to use him to get to Alex again... But not all of them... 


No, that was Alex’s job. He knew the upper echelons of the A-tier villains, and he knew them 
to be grandiose and megalomaniacal. He knew for a fact how far they would be willing to go 
to make a point and what all they would be willing to sacrifice to do so... They were a 
collection of fools who viewed their resources to be endless and they believed themselves 
above all punishments or consequences. Except I’m the only one of them who actually is . 


So it was Alex’s job to show them that there would absolutely be consequences should 
anyone of them ever try something like this. Should they ever dare try to steal from him so 
openly. Backstabbing was fine- it was expected, hell that’s why they all cheated at poker but 
targeting a member of his staff with violence? Oh that was unacceptable. Alex knew they 


wouldn’t understand that Morgan was his partner and best friend- or rather they wouldn’t 
believe it. And they especially wouldn’t understand the importance Morgan held not only in 
his life, but also for his emotional well being. But this angle, the idea that he was a key 
member to his organization? It was a language they all could understand. 


At first he’d intended to let it be a slow plot. To let Queenclasp struggle through her trial, to 
let her plot and plan while in prison, to let her taste freedom again after she got out. He 
wanted to let her think she had begun to rebuild, had begun to claw her way back to the top... 
then he would come for her. Then he would ruin her once more. He had hoped to break her, 
to reduce that mountainous woman into a pile of broken bones and meat- but not dead. No~ 
He wanted her to live, he wanted her to recover. To go through the grueling process of 
physical therapy for months- maybe even years... And when she once again thought she was 
free- thought she could finally rebuild. He was shatter her All. Over. Again. It would be slow 
and vicious. It would be something she would constantly come to dread. He would make a 
point to visit her. To check on her recovery. To make sure she knew she wasn’t well enough 
yet to break again. He would berate her if she stopped or didn’t try to recover. He would 
torment her with gifts and cruelty disguised as kindness. 


And then he’d ruin her. 


Over. 


And Over. 


And Over. 


It would never end unless she chose to end it... And maybe- maybe if it had gone on long 
enough he might even let her. But that had all been before Morgan had uncovered her files... 


When he had learned of how deep this plot ran- how far her machinations had reached? 
Well... he realized his first plan was much much too nice. 


Alex heard a door slam from down the hall and a slow wicked smile pulled at his lips. 
Showtime... And he sat up, letting he feet fall from the desktop and he straightened in his 


borrowed chair. He made sure the cascade of dark metal links over his shoulders and back 
were just exactly were he wanted them. He smoothed his hands down his lapels and tie, 
smiling as his fingers brushed over the sword tie pin Morgan hand gotten for him. It was 
really a nice touch for this outfit, both sentimental and perfectly on point. Then he let his 
shoulders relax, as he rested his elbow on the desk, hands folded over each other, poised just 
in front of his mouth. Then he tilted his head forwards ever so slightly. He knew that it would 
cast his eyes into shadow just a bit and make them look all the more inhuman . 


See that was something people didn’t really understand about him. They knew he knew how 
to be scary, to be frightening and malevolent. To be heinous and vile. He could and would 
insight fear in every opponent he ever fought. But what they didn’t understand- what no one 
did, not even Morgan or his parents, was that he knew how to be so much more than just 


scary. 


He could be grotesque. 


He could be incomprehensible. 


He could be unspeakable. 


He could be a primordial abomination so far past human understanding that it would 
shattered what little consciousness a collection of meat and electrical impulses could ever 
manage to scrape together while it wallowed around in the muck and dared think itself king. 


It really just came down to imagination. And Alex? Oh... he could imagine things that the 
very fabric of reality would find abhorrent. But that was for later. For now, he was just 
humbly terrifying... 


38 2K 


The door slammed open and prison escapee Willow Tisk burst into the room, only to stop 
dead in her tracks. She had fled the states and managed to go north, she got across the 
boarder just before her last alias had been flagged. She dove for her safe house and had been 
laying low while she tried, and failed , to scrape together enough funds to get safe passage to 
one of the many tiny islands out in the Indonesian sea that were owned by the Coalition of 
Darkness. Their leader Kepala Hantu, as he was currently known by, owed her a favor, but he 
would do nothing to aid her in reaching the islands only harbor her once she arrived. 


But none of her contacts would help her. No one was communicating with her as her whole 
world was left to fall to ruin around her! There was nothing she could do but hide and wait- 
wait until her gutless peers found their spines long enough to take her money instead of 
hiding way in the darkness while they scrambled to protect their own asses. 


She had been livid when she made it back to her safe house after this last meeting, so livid in 
fact that she had not noticed that her guards were no where in sight. That none of them 
greeted her or offered to take her coat. She had been so irate that it wasn’t until she slammed 
the door to her office open and met the eyes of The Devourer sitting at her desk that she 
realized a tang of copper hung in the air. Her hideout stank of freshly split blood. 


And now she knew why. 


She watched as a slow smile pulled at the corners of his mouth, she could see his eyes crinkle 
ever so lightly as the silence hung between them... like the blade of a guillotine waiting to 
drop. 


“ Hello Willow...” Alex purred, voice reverberating unnaturally around the room, as he sat 
up enough for her to see the rest of his face. Her eyes were still wide with shock and he could 
now hear her mammoth heart hammering in her chest. He could see it, see it on her face, in 
her eyes... The Fear . The Dread . Oh he couldn’t help but grin- it grew wider and wider on 
his face the longer she stayed quiet. “ We have so much to talk about. ” 


Despite her fear, her stoic expression remained as she finally found her legs enough to walk 
forward. “... are you here to kill me?” She asked frankly. No point in beating around the bush 
on this, the blood already spattering his sharp jet black 3-piece suit was enough to tell her that 
much. 


“ Always so forward...” Alex sighed, his smile falling as his hands fell to the desk. He 
pushed slowly to his feet, fingers brushing against the smooth wood almost absentmindedly 
as he rose. His hands automatically went to the button on his suit jacket it to re-fasten it, 
purely out of habit by now. “ Straight to business then... Yes. Yes Iam.” 


“Just... like that?” She questioned, brain desperately trying to think her way out of this 
somehow. He might be S-tier but she knew he was nothing more than an irate child throwing 
a fit. He was simple and obnoxious and grandiose. She thought trying to calm her own fears. 
She was the adult here. He was a barbaric moron who could just be manipulated. She was 
smarter than him- she could work her way out of this. “Don’t you want... to know why?” 


Alex pursed his lips and just titled his head a little as he folded his hands behind his back. 
This ploy of hers was idiotic at best, and unbelievably arrogant. Why would a god care what 
an ant thought? It was laughable... it was painful... /t was insulting. Even now, just moments 
before her inevitable death she was still going to just stand there and insult him. Stand there 
and think that somehow she was better than him. She might have easily been 15 years his 
senior but that didn’t mean much when reality was your play thing. The least she could do is 
grovel... Not that it would save her in the end. He was here to unmake her and no amount of 
begging, weeping, or groveling would save her from that fate. Though in short order he was 
certain she was about to do all three... 


But he might as well humor her. Let her play her little game. “...why what? ” 


“Why I did... all of this?” She said, frantic fear leading her on, but her words were still slow 
and measured like always. “Why I targeted your cohort? ... Why I did what I did?” 


Alex narrowed his eyes a little, jaw clenching fractionally. “ I assumed it was because you 
are a miserable shell of a woman who is still pathetically lashing out at everyone around 
you for the death of a family you are primarily at fault for?” Alex suggested, voice still bi- 
tonal and hauntingly inhuman, And he watched slack-mouthed shock over take her 
expression. Rage quickly colored her pale face and bald head but it would do her no good. 
She was incapable of understanding the gravity of what was about to happen to her. A pity, 
really... He thought she was going to at least be a touch more fun to play with first. 


“YOU!” She roared and lunged forward, hands raised and ready to strike- Only for Alex to 
turn to face her fully, she was practically moving in slow motion in comparison, and then the 
weight of a thousand earth's gravities crashed down onto her shoulders. She collapsed onto 
her knees with a thunderous crack, pain shooting up her legs, gasping and straining against 
the new weight of her own massive form. 


“My god you are so fucking pathetic...” Alex snorted derisively, and just shook his head. “J 
mean honestly... was that your actual plan? Try to distract me with your idiotic reasoning 


and then the second you got your feelings hurt you just charge at me?” He questioned 
before stepping forward to just lording over her, gaze down turned as she struggled to so 
much as lift her eyes up. “Who the fuck do you think I am?” 


“_oaK-!” Was all she managed as the act of breathing was made next to impossible by the 
weight of her own chest. Her lungs and diaphragm couldn’t manage to push against her own 
mass enough for air to be drawn in. 


Alex rolled his eyes and just flicked his fingers and suddenly the weight was gone once more. 
She gasped for breath as her hands slapped down against the floor while she shook. She was 
barely able to keep from collapsing as the strain from every muscle and strip of connective 
tissue in her body was suddenly all gone all at once. Sweat beaded on her skin and began to 
run down her spine and brow as she collected herself. 


“ Well?” Alex demanded, “ What do you have to say for yourself? ” 


She pushed back up to her knees and panted, incomprehension on her face. No hero or villain 
had the ability manipulate gravity like that- even the magi had to make gestures- had to cast a 
spell to effect reality. But Alex- The Devourer , had just looked at her and she was sent to her 
knees. He never even snapped. 


““What- what are you?” She demanded in return. But before another word could pass her lips 
his hand blurred. It caught her by the throat, nails digging into her trachea as he hauled all 
450 pounds of her off the ground with one hand. He held her aloft, her feet swung helplessly 
has her meaty hands tried to crush Alex’s arm, which resulted in little more than just her 
knuckles going white from the strain. 


Alex however looked bored . “ Why does everyone always ask me that just before I kill 
them? I always thought I made it so clear...” He sighed as she struggled in his grasp while 
he just continued to break physics with little regard for what should or should not be 
possible. 
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He spat before slamming her bodily into the desk. Her back collided with the computer with 
a crash, sending shards of plastic and glass everywhere. But Alex didn’t stop there. He pick 
her up again and again and again, slamming her back down onto the desk until the legs 
finally shattered sending wood splinters across the room. With barely any effort he dragged 
her up off the desk again and flung her head first into the nearest wall. Her huge form sailed 
though the sheet-rock and wood framing only to crash land in the other room in a heap of 
rubble. 


Tisk wheezed and coughed, rolling though the debris as she tried to catch her breath, but 
before she could sit all the way up Alex stood in the hole she had created, predatory glee in 
his every movement. But just like that, standing in the light of the office behind him and the 
darkness in front, he stood silhouetted, framed by the light as he moved. And as he 
unbuttoned his jacket and then loosened his tie she could see his eyes. Vertical slits that 
resembled no animal on this planet or perhaps on any other. They glowed with a 
maliciousness that made her mouth run dry... And then she realized it wasn’t just his eyes 
she could see. 


No, she could see his grin too. 


It glowed out of the darkness that shadowed his body. And it was much too wide. She could 
see so many teeth. Each one sharp and wicked and- Then he stepped into the room with her 
and the lighting illusion was gone. He was stilling smiling, and his eyes were still slitted, but 
he looked... ordinary again, well as ordinary as the Devourer ever could. But she knew now. 


She knew now in this moment that he wasn t. 


She didn’t know what he was. In a world full of magic and superpowers and aliens. Where 
demons and dragons could be called down on a whim by heroes and villains alike... And she 
didn t know what he was. 


She. Didn’t. Know. 


And for the first time, and only time , in her life did she truly know what it meant to be Afraid 


Her gaze found his again and she watched as he took in her expression. She watched as he 
realized that she understood. And then he started to laugh. 


It was like it was coming from all around her- it was as if every scrap of shadow and darkness 
in the room was the source of that laughter. It came from every corner she could not see, from 
the gaps in the walls, from the space underneath the floor. It came from inside her own chest- 
from the dark spots inside her own body- the ones that had never once seen light before. 
From inside her own skull. It echoed around inside her brain and she could feel it. Could feel 
every second as it crawled around inside her skin, as it raked at the backs of her eyes and 
pressed on her eardrums from the inside out. It danced around the room at the same tempo as 
it shook inside her bones. 


She thought she was going to vomit. She thought she was going to scream. She thought she 
was going to turned her own body inside out so she could expose it all to the light- so she 
could get his laughter out of her- 


And then he stopped. His giggles trailed off as he wiped at his eyes like she just told the best 
joke he’d ever heard. She was shaking so hard her teeth were chattering together. “ God-” He 
tittered, “ J see you finally understand what I mean~ ” 


She made no response, she could hardly draw breath, nothing but rapid shallow little gasps 
and stare in abject terror at the creature who pretended to be a man that was standing across 
from her. 


“ Ah, well. Better late then never...” Alex chuckled, “ Tell you what... How about I make 
this interesting. You’re quasi-invulnerable, right? You ‘ve trained in numerous forms of 
martial arts and are basically just a wall of muscle, yes?” Alex asked as he continued to tug 
at his tie with one hand and with the other he just snapped. 


“There.” He snorted, the reverb gone from his voice. He rolled his shoulders back and 
stretched out a bit. “Now I have the same power as you. No super strength, no inhuman 
reflexes. I’m just a bit tough.” Alex hummed. “If you can beat me, like this. Just one skilled 
fighter versus another, I’Il let you go~” 


When Fisk just continued to stare at him he smirked and crouched down to her level. His 
eyes were still vertically slitted but they weren’t glowing now. “Come on, Willow~ The 
Queen of Capital City~” He taunted softly, like a cat who wanted to play with it’s food. “ 
Don t you want to try and fight for your life? ” 


Her heart was racing in her chest. Fear had her muscles clenched tight. She was looking for 
the trick- for the trap- for the way out of this. There had to be one, right? She was Willow 
Fucking Tisk. She was Queenclasp. She was the crime boss who ran the underbelly of Capital 
City with an iron fist. Even the heroes hadn’t been able to stop her. She was a genius whom 
everyone over looked because of her size. If what he said was true- if she could beat him 
would he let her go? Does it matter? I'll beat him to death- I'll kill him- kill it before it can 
come after me- burn it- burn it with fire- I'll burn the whole building down around his 
corpse- Her panic stricken mind scrambled, desperate for the safety of reality- for the known. 
She could beat him. 


Of course she could. 


With a roar she sprung forward, lunging once again for her attacker but this time with the 
desperation of a mouse trying not to be squeezed to death by a snake. 


And the snake just /aughed . 


Alex grinned through bloody lips as he jammed his dislocated shoulder back into place, chest 
heaving with his labored breaths. Fuck, that had been fun~ Honestly it was his favorite part 
of doing things like this. He didn’t just want his victims to be afraid. He wanted them to fight 
for their lives like they thought they could win. It made the battle so much more gruesome 
and desperate. It striped people down to nothing but animalistic panic and this desperation to 
survive. It ripped away morals and righteousness, even from villains who thought that had 
none. It tore everyone down to their barest rawest bones as they they clawed for any chance 
at life. 


It was always such a good time~ 


He spat blood from his mouth and wiped at his battered face with the back of his hand. His 
elbow was shattered, he was covered in bruises and scrapes, his very nice suit was now in 
tatters and most of his internal organs had sustained enough damage to start bleeding in some 
way or another. He fucking hurt all over... and he could not have been happier. God it was so 
much fun to be him! 


Tisk, on the other hand, was not doing nearly so well. She was laying face down on the floor- 
er well, mostly on the floor. Her face and head were actually on the other side of the metal 
reinforced door that Alex had just repeatedly bashed her skull into until the door broke. Then 
he just let her collapse to the ground so he could put his shoulder back in. Her black jacket 
had been torn off in the melee and her shirt was ruined. Where there was any cloth left it was 
soaked in blood and in the holes her marred skin could be seen. Cuts, burns, lacerations, and 
bruises littered her pale skin. Both her legs had been broken, one backwards at the knee and 
the other Alex had shattered her femur with the leg of a chair. Her left hand was horrible 
mangled and Alex doubted she could see through what was left of her face. But she was still 
breathing... Which was just exactly what Alex had wanted. 


He didn’t want her dead yet, oh no~ This was only the warmup round. 


Alex laughed as she wheezed and moan on the floor. “Come on now, Tisk~ You aren’t 
throwing in the towel yet, are you? We’ve only just started~ ” He all but sang as he grabbed 
one of her tree limb sized legs and began to drag her across the floor. She moaned and 
whimpered as he pulled on the broken limb but Alex couldn’t have cared less about her pain- 
actually that wasn’t true. In fact a// he cared about in this moment was her pain. He wanted 
her to suffer . He wanted her to believe that she knew what true agony was and then he 
wanted to show her it could be worse . 


He could still remember the look on Morgan’s face- how the laughter had just drained way 
when he found his name as a sub-folder in Alex’s file. The look of horror and dread on his 
best friends face as he realized just what Tisk would have been willing to do had she not been 
able to capture him. How she would have gone after his friends, his crew, his sister. How she 
would have mauled and maimed all the people around him just to get at Alex. 


Oh this was far from over. 


Tisk’s office and the surrounding rooms had taken a beating along with the two supervillains. 
Walls had been ripped apart, furniture shattered or turned into handy weapons. Water gushed 


from some broken pipe and electrically wires hung loose and menacing from the walls. Glass 
crunched under foot as he dragged Tisk’s broken body along the floor towards what was left 
of a bookcase that she pulled down on top of Alex. It lay slanted, half ripped out of the wall, 
but at the prefect angle for what he wanted, so with a grunt of effort and another moan from 
Tisk, he threw her onto his make shift operating table with a meaty thump. 


She lay gasping wetly half reclined back on the battered wood, face a mess of swollen 
bleeding wounds. Eyes nearly forced closed from the damage Alex had inflicted on her, but 
one bloodshot eye tracked his movements as she wheezed. Alex glanced down at her and 
grinned when he caught her watching him. “Oh good you’re still awake. And here I thought I 
was going to have to wake you up for this next part, but first...” And he snapped his fingers. 


And it was like watching time move in reverse, but only around the S-tier villain. Alex’s 
wounds mended, the blood and dirt and debris in his hair and on his hands and face vanished, 
and his clothes put themselves back together again. By the end of this little display Alex 
looked pristine . Suit perfect, hair styled, face unbloodied. He looked as if the fight that had 
left her utterly ruined had never happened. “Much better.” He chuckled as he straightened his 
tie, eyes blinking back open to reveal their sinister glow once more. 


“Now where were we before you so rudely interrupted me by lunging for my throat... Ah 
yes~” He all but purred, voice back to reverberating menacingly around the room. “ I had 
been telling you about why you had chosen to do something so incredibly stupid as trying 
to steal from me... And it was stupid. Truly.” Alex explained as though he was talking about 
the weather while he bent down over her broken form. Her weight was causing her to slide 
off the wooden surface so he caught her by the throat and slid her back up to where he 
wanted her. His actions were as effortless as lifting a pillow, but his fingers were once again 
biting into her short neck so he could hold her up by just the one single point. 


“ That’s why I am doing all of this by the way... Because you tried to take something that 
was mine. ” Alex went on as he leaned down near her one good eye. “ You foolishly thought 
it was a lever- was a weakness. You thought you could brutalize someone that was mine as 
a way to distract me, as a way to show the world I could be beaten- could be controlled...” 
He went on, voice dropping to a whisper he held her gaze. “ But you were mistaken... That 
thief? That nobody? He isn’t my weakness...” 


And now he smiled. He smiled the way he had when he first started this fight, the way that 
had sent her mind into a spiral. He smiled in the way that sent all human minds into fight or 
flight prey instincts. It was a hold over Alex had discovered from when the supernatural 
beings had once held power. Humans were nothing but food to be claimed, raised, and 


butchered. They were cattle and like all prey had built in drives that tried to keep them alive. 
The supernatural forces still existed, but the had let the cattle get uppity- had let them learn 
how to fight back and now they had powers of their own. 


But once prey... always prey. 


(No... He is my humanity.) 


And he drove his other hand into her belly. Nails sharp as razors, fingers rigid and straight. 
He pushed his hand through her skin- felt it tear underneath him. He felt her muscle and fat 
and connective tissue stretch and break. He felt muscle fibers rip and tear. He felt red hot 
blood gush from this new wound and he felt her body thrash underneath him has he held her 
in place. He watched as her battered body came alive- limbs flaying, fingers desperately 
clawing at him- his arm, his hand, his face. But he was impervious once more so her blows 
did nothing but rumple his suit. It was almost like watched a corpse reanimate. Her dying 
body struggling desperately as his hand slowly moved deeper into her abdomen. 


And best of all, Alex listened to her scream . They were the screams of a dying animal, of 
one that was being butchered alive. They were the screams of the damned. They were the 
screams that no human thought they could ever make. But they all sounded like that in the 
end. 


And because he didn’t want to interrupt her but he wanted to make sure she was listening to 
him through the pain, he forced his thoughts into her mind instead of saying them out loud. 


<” And because of your arrogance- Because you wrote me off when we first met- Because 
you have never once stopped to take a moment to consider the fact that I have grown as a 
villain and threat- ”> He explained as his fingers clawed though viscera and organs as he 
reached deeper into her chest cavity, arm twisting up so he could get at what he was after. 


<” Because you were so stuck in the past that you neglected to do the one thing all your 
fellow A-tier ants have done- Because you refused to take a knee in front of your new god 
and pay your respects before trying to dethrone me-”’> He continued, never once looking 
away from her face. Not as the tears streamed down from her eyes, not as her massive body 


contoured and spasmed. He held her gaze as he jammed his hand up into her ribcage and he 
beamed down at her with a kind of joy that only true evil could ever manage. 


<” Because you were too stubborn, bull-headed, and frankly old, to realize that the world 
around you had changed and you were not the head of the food chain, just as I told you 
nearly 9 years ago, I am going to take something from you~ > And as his fingers wrapped 
around one of her ribs, he twisted suddenly and yanked his hand free. Gore dripped down his 
arm, his suit jacket and shirt sleeve soaked in blood, as she practically collapsed against the 
broken bookcase, like his hand had been the puppet master who controlled her. The gaping 
sucking fist sized hole in her abdomen poured red with blood as Alex examined the rib he 
collected. He checked to make sure it was big enough for what he wanted before dismissing 
it from his hand in a twirl of smoke. 


“Oh that? That was just a souvenir.” He said aloud into the near deafening silence as her 
lungs gave out. Her heart was pound inside her chest and even someone without super 
hearing could now hear it though the hole in her belly. “This is what I am actually taking 
from you-” And he lunged for her. Hands digging into the sides of her massive bald head, she 
was hardly conscious at this point- and barely still alive... but Alex was about to fix that. 
And the pair vanished in a swirl of smoke. 


Tisk blinked suddenly- gasping for air, as sensation and consciousness bombarded her pain 
addled mind. The pain was gone, but she could still hardly breath and she felt... cold. Her 
whole lower body was cold- so cold. And- and she could feel air- wind blowing around inside 
her. It was cold and strange to feel on her organs. And then she saw where she was. 


The Devourer was holding her aloft, fingers clutching at her skull as she dangled in open air. 
It was dark all around them, except for the moon and stars. They cast her murderer in 
shadowed light, but it didn’t matter because his eyes still glowed like golden flames. She 
should have been in agony- should have been barely conscious, but she wasn’t. She was 
awake and aware but frozen- made immobile by the severity of her wounds. Blood still 
gushed from the hole in her abdomen, she could feel it but there was still no pain- 


<” Oh not yet. ’> Alex purred in her mind. <” J took the pain away for just a moment. I 
wanted to make sure you understand what’s going to happen next. > He explained lips 
peeling back into a feral sort of grin. <” This is your punishment Willow Tisk. This is the 


consequence for trying to take what was mine- For trying to take something I have spent 
years- Years trying to recover! ”> He all but screamed into her mind as hate seethed through 
him. He watched her spasm and watched as blood began to drip from her nose, so he took a 
slow calming breath, before he went on. 


<” Do you have any idea- any at all, of how hard it is to come back from being a monster? 
How difficult it is to learn to care again? To make yourself find value in mundanity after 
knowing- truly knowing that nothing at all matters and that you can control everything? 
That you can shape the universe to your will with but a thought!? > He asked rhetorically 
as that rage began to bubble up inside him again. It was a kind of fury that would scorch the 
world- that would leave it a blackened husk should he ever let it out. It was a hate he had 
dealt with for years- that had festered inside him since he was 17. The world tried to rip him 
apart- and the world had succeeded. 


It, humanity , in their desperation and fear had destroyed him. And then he had to 
painstakingly put the pieces back together again- pieces he didn’t even know he had lost. 
They had shattered him. Stripped him of his soul and some of it he would never get back- 
some of it gone to him forever. But he was now as whole as he could ever be again... because 
of Morgan. 


Not entirely, of course. But he had been the catalyst. He had shown Alex that he was the 
broken one... and then he stayed. He tried to help Alex put the pieces back together again 
even if he hadn’t realized that was what he’d been doing. Every check in, every question to 
make sure Alex understood where he was coming from emotionally. His patience and 
willingness to not give up on Alex when he fucked up but also his determination to not let 
Alex get away with being cruel or inconsiderate. He held Alex to a standard that Alex had to 
scramble to meet, something he had never once had to do before, and it had fucking saved 
him. 
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(And you tried to take that from ME!) 


He screamed again, his hate just poured over. He could see the glow of his own eyes 
reflecting off her skin and in the streams of blood now flowing from her eyes, nose, and ears. 
He could see the strain in her face as his very thoughts ripped at her mind. 


<” So Iam going to take something from you~”> He putred, not letting up on the physic 
pressure as he began to warp her perception of reality. 
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(I am going to take your sanity.) 


And once again she began to thrash around in his grip. But it was so much weaker now, her 
body ruined already. But that wasn’t good enough yet, no. No he wanted to take her mind too. 
He wanted to make sure there would be no ghostly journeys for her. That there would be no 
coming back from this. He was going to unmake her. 


<” You see in just a few moments I am going to let you go and you will fall to your death. 
To the rest of the world it will take but minutes. But for you, oh for you it will take decades. 
It will take centuries. “> He explained, forcing her to hear him- to comprehend him despite 
the psychic onslaught he was putting her through. <” You will be aware and conscious the 
whole time. Sleep will never come to you. There will be no solace from this pain. And there 
will be no one to talk to. You will simply be alone in your head with nothing but the agony 
and the knowledge that I did this to you. ”> 


Alex grinned as her one working eye rolled around frantically in her head, as she truly started 
to understand what was about to happen. <” You will be able to see me the whole time as I 
follow you down. You will know that I did this. That I have trapped you in this torment and 
only the cold hard ground will release you from this... whenever that may be. ”> 


*This is hell, dear Willow...” Alex murmured softly. He spoke aloud as he finished 
rearranging her brain to suit his needs. And then he smiled at her. It was a soft sort of thing, 
gentle almost. “Enjoy the fall.” 


And he let her go. He released her head from his clutches and watched as she began to fall 
inexorable down. 


He slowed time just a bit, he wasn’t interested in sharing her torment with her, but he did 
want to see what expressions her rapidly twitching face were making. At first it was just 
anger, god she was angry for so long. Hate, rage, fury. He assumed she was cursing him, that 
she was swearing her revenge. 


But then she began to break. 


It was a slow thing. As the pain- the endless unyielding pain began to eat away at her mind. It 
began to pull her to pieces before his very eyes. He could see the pleading. Whenever she 
looked his way he could see the desperation, the agony, the begging. He had no idea what she 
was thinking, what it was like inside her mind as she fell, but he knew what begging looked 
like. 


Eventually the grief over took her. Misery and pain. Anguish and despair soon claimed her. 
Tears mixed with blood in fat globules as that floated way from her face and body while she 
plummeted. They looked like a trail of sparks leaving a fire but he knew they would coming 
raining down around her when she hit the ground. 


Finally when Alex could see the ground- when the passed back through the clouds and he 
could see the steps below, that was when he saw what he had been waiting for... The Void. 
The Vacancy. The Emptiness. He was watching as her mind ate itself. He was watching as 
her sanity left her in face-twitching waves. But he didn’t relent. No he didn’t speed up the 
process for her. There was no mercy here. He just let her continue to suffer. He let her steep 
in her agony- let her drown in it, until there was nothing but a mindless animal left inside that 
broken mangled body. 


She fell backwards through the air, never getting to turn her head, to change her course so she 
might catch a glimpse of the very city she once thought she ruled. It looked lovely tonight. 
Streetlights a yellow sparkle down below- a gorgeous glow that thrummed with life. A life 
she would never know again. No amount of magic or demonic powers could save her now. 
No amount of time manipulation or reality altering could undo what Alex had done. She was 
truly ruined. A husk of a human being with a broken body. 


Queenclasp was no more. 


And Alex let out a slow breath. A final sigh as he made himself invisible, they were nearing 
the ground now and he didn’t want to be seen here. He didn’t want the world to know he was 
the cause of her death. They would guess. They would assume. ‘Only the Devourer would be 
capable of this’, they would say... 


But they would never know. 


And wasn t that so much worse~ 


With a gesture he let time speed back up around him. And she fell the last 50ft like a bloody 
cannonball. Like a watermelon full of meat and viscera. 


She splattered when she hit the ground. 


She ruptured in a fountain of blood, bone shards, and gore. Pieces of her covered the 
concrete steps, some had painted the freshly reconstructed walls and pillars. Her body lay in 
ruin on the steps to the Fairness Association. A mangled pile of ruptured organs and bloody 
meat, now contorting perfectly to each and every step underneath her. He could hear the 
sucking sound the concrete made as it pulled her blood down into those tiny pockets. 


It was horrific . 


And as Alex dusted off his hands, a job well done, a scream echoed down the city street. It 
was a blood-curdling sound. It was one that would haunt any who heard it, just as would the 
sight of grotesque mess he made would. 


And Alex vanished, leaving the city and world to deal with this horror when it awoke to find 
itself in a living nightmare. 


Alex was humming the first few bars of ‘Bad Blood’ as he unlocked the door to the 
apartment. He assumed he'd just find a single light left on, like Morgan usually did when he 
wasn’t home before his roommate went to bed. Instead he found Morgan at the kitchen table, 
headphones on while some kind of electronic device layed gutted before him. 


“Morgan? Shouldn’t you be in bed?” Alex asked with a snort as he started pulling off his 
gore soaked jacket. In a few hours it would become too stiff to maneuver so he really needed 
to get it in the wash. But his roommate didn’t answer. Alex rolled his eyes and stepped over 
to the table, carefully folding his coat over his gore soaked shirt sleeve. 


“Morgan.” Alex repeated but still got no answer. So with another roll of his eyes he shook 
Morgan’s shoulder a little. 


“Gah!” Morgan yelped, flinched back from the touch as he nearly threw his screwdriver 
across the room in his panic. He whipped around as he tugged his headphones down, “Alex-! 
Don’t scare me like that-” He scolded, one hand moving to cover his hammering heart. 


“Then don’t listen to your music so loud.” Alex snorted. “Shouldn't you be in bed?” 


“Hmm?” Morgan asked as he tugged out his phone, both to stop his music and to check the 
time. 3:43am “Yikes- Uh, ha... I lost track of the time. Whoops...” He replied as he glanced 
back up at his friend. It was then that he noticed the blood. Little flecks of it all over Alex’s 
face and collar. And he could smell it. Irony and coppery as it filled in the air. “... what were 
you up to?” 


“Just taking care of something.” He replied casually. 


“Something? Or someone? ” Morgan asked curiously, as he turned back to his gutted 
holoprojector. It was his previous model, since his latest one was currently in the custody of 
the FA after his Emerald City job. He’d figured now was the best time to try and work out 
what was causing that damned glitch in the projection hardware, but clearly he lost track of 
time. 


“Someone.” Alex confirmed before hesitating. He had meant to wait to give Morgan his gift 
until tomorrow but since he was up... He twirled his fingers and summoned his latest 
creation to his hand. “Here. For you.” And he offered Morgan the curved dagger style knife 
hilt first. 


Morgan blinked back up at Alex and took the offered knife. It had smooth pale blade and 
handle, and was nearly soft under his fingers. He automatically flicked it around in his hand a 
few times testing it’s weight. “It’s a good knife...” 


“Good. I thought you would like it.” Alex responded with a small smile, secretly pleased to 
see Morgan holding and maneuvering it so easily. He hated making things that weren’t 
functional. 


Morgan studied the length of the blade and carefully ran his thumb along the edge, he hadn’t 
been pressing at all but it still cut a few layers of skin. Not enough to bleed but close. “(Damn 
that’s sharp...” But he squinted at the weapon trying to place it’s material while he put his 

thumb in his mouth to lick at the small cut. Pale off-white... hard enough to take an edge but 


soft- 


“It’s bone.” Morgan suddenly said aloud, head tilting back to blink up at Alex owlishly. 


“It’s made from the sixth rib on the right side.” Alex confirmed and watched as those words 
click inside Morgan’s head. He could see realization flash across his face before he glanced 
back down at the knife. It was the same rib, on the same side, that had punctured his lung a 

little over a year ago. Alex did love symbolism when he could manage it. 


Morgan toyed with the blade for another few moments before finally asking, “It’s not 
sentient, is it?” 


Alex laughed out right and Morgan grinned up at him. “No- God, no!” He snickered as 
Morgan pushed back from the table. 


“ Good.” He replied emphatically, chuckling a little himself. “But I hope you know this isn’t 
going to be used as anything but letter opener.” He said as he stepped over to the side table 


where he kept his mail and tucked the knife into the little wicker basket where he’d toss 
unopened letters. 


“Fine by me.” Alex said with a shrug, both hands tucked under his coat again. “It’s your 
knife. But I need a shower, so I’m gonna head to bed. And so should you.” He snorted as he 
turned. 


“T will, I will.” Morgan laughed, but when Alex was just about to reach the short hallway 
leading back to the bedrooms and bathroom, Morgan spoke up again. “Hey Alex...” 


He paused and turned back to his friend, “Yes?” 


“ Thanks .” Morgan hummed quietly. It was a gruesome present, a horrific one even. Morgan 
didn’t know what Alex had done to get that rib, and frankly he really didn’t want to but... He 
did it for me... because someone hurt me... It was a strange feeling, to know that the 
nightmarish monster that haunted everyone else wanted to keep you safe... But Morgan 
couldn’t have asked for a better friend. 


A small lopsided little smile pulled at Alex’s mouth, one that made his cat’s eyes crinkle just 
a bit with genuine pleasure. He could feel Morgan’s appreciation, could feel his gratitude... 
and it left Alex feeling all kinds of warm and fuzzy. 


“Anytime.” He hummed back before turned down the hall once more. 


He really did need a shower. 


Chapter End Notes 


I know, I know... this was a dark one, but like... He's evil! Like really Evil! And I just 
figured it wouldn't do the character justice if I just glossed over his portion of the 
revenge plot. I don't usually write horror but it was sorta called for here. 


I dunno... go read a fluffy story or something. 


Thanks for reading 


Chapter 33 


Chapter Notes 


Hey all! This one is a long one and is nearly on the exact opposite end of the literary 
spectrum as the last chapter. So instead of horror, might I present you all with... 


Mutual Pining and Fluff! Lots and lots of fluff~ 


TW: Mentions of mental manipulation/mind control 


See the end of the chapter for more notes 


*VRRT* *VRRT* 


No... 


*VRRT* *VRRT* 


Go away I’m sleeping... 


*VRRT* *VR-* *VRRT* *VRRT* 


“0h for fuck's sake...” Morgan swore as he rolled over to slap at his nightstand for his 
phone, “Someone better have died...” He muttered blearily as he swiped open his phone, 
only one eye open. It took him two tries to get his password right, he forgot it what day of the 
week it was. 


Finally with his phone unlocked he realized he had two missed calls and six missed texts. 
The calls were both from his mom... which did not bode well, but instead of calling her back 
the tapped open his message app. Two texts were from Barnaby but the other four were from 
his sister. Not wanting to deal with family drama yet he opened up Barnaby’s messages. 


The first message was just a hyperlink to a Today’s Earth article and the second one was 
question. 


Barnaby, 9:36am: Are you okay? 


Well that’s ominous... But he clicked on the link and read the headline, still only one eye 
open. 


<Badly Beaten Remains Found on the Steps of the Fairness Association HQ Early this 
Morning> 


Shit... 


Morgan opened his other eye and blurrily skimmed the article. <”... believed to be the 
remains of Willow Tisk, though no confirmation has been issued by the ME due to the state 
of the victims hands and face...” “...eye witness accounts indicate that the body fell from a 
great height...” “...preliminary reports from ME confirm the victim was brutally beaten prior 
to their death...” “... Fairness Association representatives have not yet issued a formal 
statement regarding suspects in this matter, however insider information confirms internet 
suspicious of the Devourer’s involvement...”> 


Morgan puffed out a breath and let his phone fall down to his chest, not bothering to read the 
rest of the article. “...that’s one way to send a message...” He muttered to himself as his 
uncaffientate mind tried to work through everything he just read. Morgan had known Alex 
was going to brutalize Tisk. He had wanted it. Had wanted her to suffer before she died... 
and fuck had Alex delivered. He knew he should probably feel guilty, should be upset that she 
had died because of him... But he just wasn 7. Or if he was it was only on the surface- it was 
that knee-jerk guilt that society had taught him to have, but underneath it, underneath the 
conditioning he just felt... satisfied. 


He couldn’t have done something like that himself, not without fundamentally changing parts 
of him. Brutalizing another living person wasn’t something you could come back from, at 
least not the same anyways. But that didn’t mean he couldn’t want it. He wanted the violence. 
The viciousness. He wanted the suffering and the misery and all of it, but he didn’t give in to 
it. He toed that line because he’d lose himself if he ever let go- he’d become someone else, 
someone he wouldn’t very much like. So he had rules and he kept to them. 


He hardly ever killed and when he did it was because someone had tried to kill or harm one 
of his crew- his crew , or if he was in a life or death situation and he was fighting to survive. 
That was it. And he needed to keep it that way, or else everything he’d worked for would fall 
apart. His crew weren’t killers and Morgan never wanted them to be, they had his same rules 
and he never wanted to put them in a situation where they would have to choose between him 
or their principles. Barnaby and Ohio also weren’t killers, with even stricter rules. For Ohio 
it was only acceptable if he was going to be killed, but Barns was a hardliner. No killing. Just 
like Peony... The only person in his life who Morgan knew wouldn’t mind was Alex... but he 
had a feeling that Alex wouldn’t like who he’d become very much either. Hanging out with a 
heartless soulless bastard really just didn t scream ‘fun’... 


So Morgan had his rules, he had his principles and he stuck to them, because that was one fall 
he just wasn’t willing to risk. But that didn’t mean he wasn’t capable of it. He was a villain 
who liked puzzles and not-so-deadly deathtraps and international games of tag and treasure 
hunting and dumb pranks... But he was a villain first. So he held onto that surface level guilt 
and acknowledged the underlying satisfaction in equal parts, he was capable of feeling both. 


The tricky part of all of this was how Alex fit into it. Because Alex might have had a great 
deal of animosity towards Queenclasp, might have felt a level of insult to justify all that he 
had done to her... But part of it had been for Morgan. Part of it had been a gift, just like the 
rib knife. The same rib that nearly killed me... Oh, yeah, there was no way this wasn’t a gift. 
And the first time Alex had gifted him something obscene it had nearly scared him spitless. 
To be fair an amputated hand with the ring someone had stolen from you still on it would 
have scared anyone... But Alex hadn’t meant it as a threat. There hadn’t been some under 
layer to it, he had just genuinely been trying to help. Like how a cat brings its owner back 
dead mice and snakes... It was truly just a present. It was Alex trying to be nice and 
supportive and protective... And Morgan couldn’t fault him for it. But after the bloody hand 
incident Alex had tried to tone down the gory parts of his gifts, like the bone crutch. It hadn’t 
even been bloody... existentially terrifying? Yes, but not like so... overly gory he couldn’t 
still use it. The knife in comparison had been down right elegant. It was cruelly morbid but 
not horrifying by itself. 


And now, after everything that had happened in the last year. After the trauma dumping and 
the therapy and the nightmares and- and his admission to himself... Morgan didn’t just like 
that Alex gave him homicidal presents, he secretly /oved it. But not just the gift part. He 
loved what it meant: Alex cared about him. Alex would both kill for him and xot kill for him. 
Alex would let shit go for him. Or he would wait for Morgan. He would be patient for 
Morgan and kill someone later because he had asked. And no one, no one , had ever done that 
before. Had ever cared enough to know what Morgan wanted before they acted. Had ever 
cared enough to treat Morgan the way he wanted to be treated and not the way they thought 
he should. He wasn’t perfect at it, but no one ever was... But he put in the fucking effort. 


“jesus... ”” Morgan mumbled to himself as he rubbed at his face, his stubble was bristly 
under his fingers. “... I’m not supposed to be falling more in love with him...” So he scooped 
his phone back up to distract himself again and tried to translate the subtext in Barnaby’s 
question despite still only being half-awake. 


His text had only asked if Morgan was alright, but his question had more weight to it, they 
always did in situations like this. Because Barnaby didn’t actually want to know details about 
what was going on, plausible deniability was a key factor in their friendship sometimes, the 
same way it was with Peony. But Barnaby wasn’t an idiot, in fact he was without question 
one of the smartest people Morgan had every met, so there was more here... He just had to 
think like Barnaby. 


The article had said that it wasn’t certain whether Alex was involved, which meant Alex 
hadn’t announced this publicly. He was almost never shy when it came to his crimes, 
especially the gruesome ones, so if he wasn’t blatantly taking credit for it than there was a 
reason. Usually a personal one. Any hero who slapped the word detective in their bios ought 
to know that... but Barnaby knew something they all didn’t. He knew that Morgan and Alex 
were best friends, and that 9 times out of 10 if something was personal for Alex it meant it 
involved Morgan somehow. So if a person had been viciously beaten to death or horribly 
maimed then that someone had probably tried to hurt Morgan in some way, hence ‘Are you 
okay’. 


Morgan opened his eyes again and tapped on his keyboard before hesitating again. Now he 
just had to figure out how to explain what had happened without actually saying it... He 
hadn’t really told Barnaby very much about what had put him in the hospital last year. He had 
just giving his nemesis and friend the same story about a car accident, it was Morgan’s 
normal go to for ‘don’t ask questions you don’t want answers too’ when it came to his 
injuries. So with a bit of a smirk Morgan typed out his reply. 


Morgan, 9:53am: Yeah im fine 


Morgan, 9:53am: I just got the insurance money back from that car accident last year 


A few seconds later Morgan saw that his messages had been read. 


Barnaby, 9:53am: I see 


Yeah I bet you do. Morgan snorted but Barnaby sent another message before he could reply. 


Barnaby, 9:54am: Well, ’m glad you’re okay 


Morgan, 9:54am: Thanks so am i 


When Barnaby didn’t immediately text back Morgan chuckled a little before switching to his 
messages from Peony. The first one was again that same article from Today’s Earth, but her 
questions were a lot more direct that Barnaby’s. 


Peony, 9:18am: Did Alex do this? 
Peony, 9:22am: Are you even awake? 


Peony, 9:27am: Morgan wake up 


Morgan, 9:55am: No i dont want to 


Peony, 9:55am: 


Peony, 9:55am: Did Alex kill Willow Tisk? 


Morgan, 9:56am: Did alex kill who 


Peony, 9:56am: Queenclasp 

Peony, 9:56am: Willow Tisk 

Peony, 9:56am: Crime boss of Capital City 

Peony, 9:57am: I know you don’t live under a rock Morgan 


Peony, 9:57am: You’ve seen the news 


Morgan, 9:59am: Oh her, yeah ive seen the stories about here 
Morgan, 9:59am: her* 


Morgan, 9:59am: Didnt you guys all let her get away 


Peony, 10:00am: 


Morgan, 10:00am: 


Peony, 10:01am: Morgan... 


Morgan, 10:01am: P 


Morgan, 10:01am: Come on 


Morgan, 10:01am: I have no idea 


Morgan, 10:02am: And even if i did 


Morgan, 10:02am: Do you really think id tell you 


Peony, 10:02am: Ugh. 


Peony, 10:02am: Well... brace yourself okay? 


Morgan, 10:03am: ...why 


But before Peony texted back Morgan’s phone began to ring. He reflexively answered it 
before he registered the caller ID. 


‘Ellen Smolt... Incoming Call.’ 


Fuck- 


“Oh my god, Morgan- Morgan honey are you okay?” Ellen demand the moment the line 
connected. 


Morgan grimaced at his phone and strongly debated just hanging up but... his mom sounded 
genuinely worried. Shit- fuck- damn- He swore in his head and he pressed the phone to his 
ear. He tried to make his voice sound more groggy than it actually was as he started to sit up 
in bed. If he was going to have to talk to his mom on the phone this early in the morning than 
he wanted coffee. “...hey?” He croaked out. 


“Oh thank god! Sweetie, I need you to tell me where you are? You’re father and I will be 
right over to come get you.” She replied, voice just a little edged, panic clear in her tone. 


“Why?” Morgan asked, phone sandwiched between his bare shoulder and his face as he 
grabbed for the closest pants to him, which happened to be yesterday’s jeans. Whatever . He 
tugged them on as she replied. 


“Haven’t you seen the news? Willow Tisk- Morgan, honey, she was brutally murdered last 
night.” And the way she said made it seem as though that was all the information he needed. 


Morgan rolled his eyes and he recollected his phone and switched it to his other side as he 
left his room. “... I mean that sucks, I guess... But what does that have to do with me?” 


“Morgan... she was brutally murdered.” She repeated added extra emphasis to her words. 


““..80000?” Morgan questioned as he wandered into his kitchen and straight for his coffee 
maker. 


“Honey... we think-” And then she lowered her voice as if she wasn’t supposed to be telling 
him this. Meaning that ‘we’ was the FA. “We think the Devourer was responsible.” 


Morgan just glared into his open cupboard, brows drawn down. “Yeah, and? He brutally 
murders people all the time? -Mom why are you calling me about this?” He demanded trying 
to pour as much exasperation into his words as he could manage. 


“Because- Sweetie- Morgan, this wasn’t like one of his normal barbaric attacks-” And again 
her voice dropped in volume, “This was a level of violence we haven’t seen from him in 
several years- we- we strongly believe that this will only be the beginning.” 


There 5 that ‘we’ again... Morgan thought rolling his eyes as he grabbed down his coffee 
grounds. 


“He has violated the Accords- This is likely only the beginning of his killing spree, honey. 
And we need to get you somewhere-” She went on, before Morgan cut in. 


“Wait.” He interrupted, Morgan even stopped scooping ground as her words sank in. “Hold 
on- Are you calling me because you think Alex might go on a killing spree, because he might 
have been the one who killed Willow- Willow- whatever? Seriously? And you want me to, 
what? Evacuate the city? Are you shitting me?” He half damned and half laughed, though he 
kind just wanted to beat his head against the counter. 


“Morgan, Language.” She scolded automatically. “But yes- Morgan, we have good reason to 
believe that the people he associated with are going to be next targets.” 


“Why? Cause she was a villain? So he must be coming after other villains?” Morgan snorted 
derisively. “Mom, this is ridiculous. Alex isn’t going on some homicidal rampage... at least 
not this week.” He explained with a sigh as he pulled out the coffee craft to fill it at the 
fridge. The filtered water left fewer hard water stains on the inside of the maker and it made 
the coffee less bitter. 


“Morgan... I know you think he is your friend but-” 


“He is my friend, Mom.” Morgan interrupted her again, pushing the craft against the water 
dispenser with more force than he intended. “And not only do I know for a fact he didn’t do 
this, I also know that if he did decided to go on a homicidal rampage I am one of the only two 
people in the city who would survive it completely unscathed.” 


“You- you know he didn’t kill Queenclasp?” She asked, startled. 


“Yes.” Morgan lied as though it was second nature. “He was here, at my apartment, asleep 
the whole night.” And he poured the water into the pot. 


“..he was at your apartment last night?” Ellen asked carefully. 


“Yes.” Morgan muttered in exasperation. “You know, because he lives here.” 


“T thought he moved out?” 


“He did. Then he moved back in. He does that.” Morgan snorted as he shifted back to holding 
his phone with his shoulder so he could dry the craft before putting it back onto the hot plate. 
He hated hearing it hiss, plus it would ruin the hot plate over time. 


“And- and you know he was in the apartment asleep all last night?” She asked again, clearly 
trying to imply something again. “You saw him the whole night?” 


“No- God- Mom, Look. He came home, he went to bed. I was up late working on a project 
then I went to bed too. He never left.” He explained, frustration had him putting the craft 
down harder than he wanted again. 


“Not that you saw...” She pointed out. 


“No, Mom. He was home for the night. He didn’t leave.” 


“.. As far as you know... He- he could have tricked you, honey.” She tried to explain gently. 


Morgan wanted to scream. But before he could respond she kept talking. 


“T know you think that- that your friendship and loyalty to him are of your own choosing 
but... I’m just worried that it might not be the case- that he might be manipulating you.” 
Ellen explained her words full of genuine sympathy and understanding. 


Morgan’s teeth clicked together as his mouth shut on his next words. His jaw clenched as 
fury blew through him like a fucking blizzard. “ Excuse me.” 


“IT know- I know you don’t want to believe that Momo, honey... But it might be true. The 
Devou- Alex has killed a lot of telepaths and empaths over the years to steal their powers... 
He is possibly one of the most powerful telepaths in the world, you- you might never know 
he was doing anything-” She went on, her tone radiating concern. 


But Morgan interrupted her anyway. “ No. ” He bit out, anger making him see red. “ No. He 
hasnt. And do you know how I know that?” Morgan demanded, but he didn’t let her speak. 
No he was fucking done listening to her, even those some back part of his brain was 
cataloguing this information. This was probably where Strider had picked up the idea in the 
first fucking place. But none of that mattered right now. 


“ Because. I. Trust. Him.” Morgan growled out, making each word as sharp and vicious as he 
could. “I trust Alex. I trust him to have my back and be there for me when I need him. I trust 
him to not go behind my back and spread lies about me. I trust him because he fucking trusts 
me . Because he believes me. Because he is my goddamned best friend and I know him.” He 
raged into the receiver, before taking a slow breath, he didn’t want to say something he 
couldn’t take back. 


Ellen stayed quiet on the other end, which was good, it meant on his next breath he could hiss 
out a simple, “ Unlike you . Goodbye Ellen.” And he hung up the phone before turning it off 
and then tossing it down onto the counter for good measure. He wanted absolutely nothing to 


do with anyone who might want to contact him through it just now. He braced himself against 
the stone and took slow breaths so he didn’t scream... or throw something. 


When he finally looked up he realized he hadn’t actually started the coffee pot. He slapped 
the on button as he cursed under his breath. 


*Meanwhile* 


Alex awoke to the sound of Morgan’s voice... which was weird because usually Morgan 
didn’t get up before him... Hell, Morgan didn’t get up before noon unless it was absolutely 
required or he could smell food and coffee. Alex cracked one eye open and stared out at his 
room over his pillow. It was dark and cool despite it being late summer, which was fine by 
Alex because it meant he got to have his comforter on his bed all year round. But he wasn’t 
really paying attention to his room. No, he was trying to figure out why his nocturnal 
roommate was awake and in the kitchen. 


He listened in and yup, he could definitely hear Morgan talking. “...Mom, why are you 
calling me about this?” 


Mom...? And then it clicked. 


Fuck. 


And Alex pushed himself up. Ellen Smolt calling at any hour was never a good thing, even if 
she just wanted to talk about the weather. He dragged one hand over his face and snatched his 
robe off its hook with the other. Luckily it didn’t take him nearly as long as it took Morgan to 
be awake and ready for the day, though a cup of coffee wouldn’t hurt. But as he shrugged into 
his robe he continued to eavesdrop. 


Ellen: “Because- Sweetie- Morgan, this wasn’t like one of his normal barbaric attacks- This 
was a level of violence we haven t seen from him in several years- we- we strongly believe 
that this will only be the beginning.” 


Oh what absolute fear mongering bullshit. Alex did horrendous shit all the time. And if they 
thought he hadn’t been violent enough recently to warrant this... Well he could change that 
for them with the snap of his fingers. 


<Ellen:> “He has violated the Accords- This is likely only the beginning of his killing spree, 
honey. And we need to get you somewhere-” 


<Morgan, sounding nearly as indigent as Alex felt:> “-Wait. Hold on- Are you calling me 
because you think Alex might go on a killing spree, because he might have been the one who 
killed Willow- Willow- whatever? Seriously? And you want me to, what? Evacuate the city? 
Are you shitting me?” 


Ha! Alex thought as he tied his robe. Happy to hear Morgan standing up to her, it made this 
feel less urgent. Morgan wasn’t being bullied by her, or having to put up with her self serving 
tears by himself. He was just having to deal with her. Like taking out the trash. It was 
unpleasant but it had to be done. 


<Ellen:> “Morgan, Language. But yes- Morgan, we have good reason to believe that the 
people he associated with are going to be next targets.” 


And Alex rolled his eyes at her words as he reached for his door, remembering to unlock it 
this time instead of accidentally ripping the knob off like he did last week. God Morgan was 
still giving him shit over that... 


<Morgan, again annoyed:> “Why? Cause she was a villain? So he must be coming after other 
villains? Mom, this is ridiculous. Alex isn’t going on some homicidal rampage... at least not 
this week.” 


<Ellen:> “Morgan... I know you think he is your friend but-” Alex heard her tinny voice say 
more clearly now as he wandered towards the kitchen. 


“He is my friend, Mom.” Morgan replied, his back to Alex as he filled the coffee pot up with 
water. Alex could see the tension in his bare shoulders as he tried not to just snap at his 
mother. Alex had been just about to get his attention when as he turned back to the coffee 
maker, but then he said something that surprised Alex, And not only do I know for a fact he 
didn’t do this, I also know that if he did decided to go on a homicidal rampage I am one of 
the only two people in the city who would survive it completely unscathed.” 


Which was a lie- Well half a lie. He was right, if Alex did decide to go on a homicidal 
rampage through Capital City, Morgan was gonna be just fine. But... he knew Alex had 
killed Tisk. Alex had handed him one of her bones last night just before bed and yet here was 
Morgan blatantly lying to his mother. For me... Alex knew Morgan didn’t have a problem 
lying. He lied all the damn time, and he was fucking good at it, but... He didn’t have to here. 
He could have just said something else, he could have skirted the question but instead he was 
flat out refusing to give her an inch... 


<Ellen:>“You- you know he didn’t kill Queenclasp?” 


“Yes. He was here, at my apartment, asleep the whole night.” Morgan went on as he filled the 
coffee maker. 


<Ellen:> “...he was at your apartment last night?” 


And Alex could hear her apprehension even as he just leaned against the archway. He 
probably shouldn’t just be eavesdropping but... It wasn’t like Morgan didn’t know he was 
home. Plus I’m me, of course I’m eavesdropping. 


“Yes. You know, because he lives here.” Morgan muttered, and god Alex could practically 
see him rolling his eyes. 


<Ellen:> “I thought he moved out?” 


“He did. Then he moved back in. He does that.” Morgan snorted as he snatched up a towel to 
dry the craft with. 


<Ellen:> “And- and you know he was in the apartment asleep all last night? You saw him the 
whole night?” She was practically grilling him at this point. 


“No- God- Mom, Look. He came home, he went to bed. I was up late working on a project 
and then I went to bed too. He never left.” Morgan explained as he set down the glass craft 
with a loud click. He shifted a bit so he could switch back to holding his phone with his hand 
and Alex could tell Morgan was just getting more and more frustrated, but he wasn’t curling 
in on himself. He wasn’t giving in to her. No, the longer they talked the straighter he stood. 
Utterly defiant. 


God that’s hot... 


<Ellen:> “Not that you saw...” 


“No, Mom. He was home for the night. He didn’t leave.” He sighed and rubbed at his face 
tiredly. He still hadn’t actually started the coffee maker, he was just standing there in front of 
it, half leaning against the counter as he argued with his mom. 


<Ellen:> “... As far as you know... He- he could have tricked you, honey. I know you think 
that- that your friendship and loyalty to him are of your own choosing but... I’m just worried 
that it might not be the case- that he might be manipulating you.” 


This fucking bitch- And Alex nearly interjected but Morgan beat him to it. 


“ Excuse me.” Ice dripped from those two words, Alex could damn near feel the drop in 
temperature as Morgan’s demoner completely changed. This conversation just went from him 
barely humoring playing 20 questions with his mom, to zero tolerance real quick. And Alex 
couldn’t help but wonder if that was the tone he used when he confronted them back in 
February... Because if it was, no wonder he scared them shit less... 


<Ellen:> “I know- I know you don’t want to believe that Momo, honey...” She stammered 
pathetically. She couldn’t see the way his jaw clenched at the hated nickname or the way his 
knuckles went white as he held his phone. 


<Ellen:> "But it might be true. The Devou- Alex has killed a lot of telepaths and empaths 
over the years to steal their powers... He is possibly one of the most powerful telepaths in the 
world, you- you might never know he was doing anything-” 


Hate burned through Alex faster than he could control it. It fucking boiled in his chest. 
Disgusted indignant rage. He could see curls of smoke start to float up from his robe as his 
skin began superheating the material. That. Bitch. That stupid bitch- Alex would never ever 
do that to Morgan. He would never manipulate him- would never mind control him! He hated 
that it was always the first conclusion people would jump to when it came to their friendship. 
That the only way the two of them would ever willingly spend time together was if Alex was 
actively forcing Morgan too. 


You can't just make people be your friend! 


But you could. 


Whispered that vile little voice. He almost never heard from it- never let it distract him. He 
was better than it- than his doubts . He was a fucking god and what did a god have to worry 
about? 


But his hate started to fizzle anyways. It began to fracture like glass in the face of that one 
thought- in the acknowledgement of it. Because he wasn t a god. He wasn’t omniscient... and 
he wasn’t perfect. And just like always- just like the last time this had been brought up- the 
last time he’d be accused of this... the doubt started to take hold in his heart. That terrible 
twisting doubt, with its claws and nasty tendrils that would reach into every part of his life 
and taint it. 


It would try and corrupt how he perceived the world. It would whisper and lie and tell him 
none of it was real. That it was all just an illusion, one of his own making this time. He had 
made the world like this. He controlled it and was just pretending not to know. Was just 
pretending not to be in control. 


Nothing was real. 


It was all just One. Big. Lie. 


Again. 


Alex wished he could carve it out of his brain. Wished he could just find where it lived and 
rip it out himself. But he couldn’t... so the fear still came. The secret desperate terror and 
lived in some dark recess of his brain. 


And I could have done it completely by accident. 


It was the sort of thought that couldn’t be unthought. It was an irrational unprovable sort of 
fear. And one that cut him down to the bone. After everything that happen to him- after 
everything the heroes had put him through in the name of their ‘greater good’ , and he could 
have done the same thing to Morgan- to everyone- on fucking accident. 


Because his control wasn ¢ perfect, no ones ever could be. Powers respond to emotions and 
thoughts and feelings and the more he learned about how they worked, about the very 
fundamentals of ‘meta abilities’ the more he realized it wasn’t a problem with the powers... 
It was a problem with people, with humans. 


People were emotional, by their very nature. So if he wanted perfect control then he’d have to 
strip away the parts of himself that made him human and... he’d done that enough for one 
lifetime. So he was stuck with just controlling them the way everyone else did... Which only 
pissed him off all over again! 


But he couldn’t go destroy a planet this time, he couldn’t let his rage run wild and burn all of 
this out of his system. All his worries and fears and doubts. He couldn’t just leave for hours 
as fought with that terrifying uncertainty, that one single goddamned doubt that had plagued 
him since he first became friends with Morgan. Since the very /first time someone ever made 
a joke about it. 


“Ha, you could always just mind control him, amiright?” 


And that fucking voice was right. 


He could always just mind control him... And he could do it on fucking accident too... 


Morgan might only be friends with him because Alex wanted it. Because he just forced that 
want into reality. 


Panic clawed at his heart- it twisted inside his stomach like something vile but it was 
Morgan’s growl that pulled him back into the moment. 


“No. No. He hasnt.” Morgan bit out, his words coated in a fury made him sound wintry. 
Frost in the face of the burning heat that ate at Alex. 


“And do you know how I know that?” He demanded. “ Because. I. Trust. Him.” He damn 
near whispered in his rage. Each one a shard of ice. 


The guilt and fear and love and gratitude that Alex felt at those words all tried to grab at 
Alex’s attention all at once and resulted only in pulling his mind in four different directions. 
Because he was so grateful to have Morgan’s trust... but the guilt and fear told him that all 
that trust was misplaced. It was this terrible mess of conflicting emotions, one Alex, quite 
frankly, hated dealing with. He hated trying to understand them and explore them and trying 
to put them into words. Just being furious was so much easier. 


But then he felt a new emotion get tossed into the pile... but it was different from the others. 
Because its not mine... It was what Morgan was feeling. 


Unshakeable, stubborn, bullheaded determination. 


It was that unyielding conviction Morgan had, his resolve. It was that blind strength of will 
that let him stare Alex down even when the S-tier villain was literally spitting fire. It was his 
absolute stubbornness to do what he wanted and fuck everybody else. 


It felt like cold steel, like sub-zero determinium. It sat in Alex’s chest like a shard of frozen 
metal, untempered by the swirling heat of his own emotions. And it left no room in Alex’s 
mind that Morgan trusted him- that he would back Alex to the ends of the earth and back. 


They were fucking partners. And Morgan clearly didn’t take that lightly. 


“T trust Alex.” He went on in that same quietly furious tone, “I trust him to have my back and 
be there for me when I need him. I ¢rust him to not go behind my back and spread lies about 
me. I trust him because he fucking trusts me . Because he believes me. Because he is my 
goddamned best friend and I know him... Unlike you . Goodbye Ellen.” And with a kind of 
finality that would have only been made better by a flip phone, Morgan hung up on her, 
before tossing his phone down with a clatter. 


He stood there for several long seconds just seething as he leaned against the counter. And 
Alex took that as the perfect chance to just stop time for a second and breathe. 


Just in... 


And out... 


Slowly... 


Until his heart rate had come back down. But he kept going. He breathed slower and slower 
and felt his heart do the same. He slowed both down until his heart was beating maybe once 
every 5 minutes. It was incredibly calming. It would scare the hell out of anyone who could 
hear heartbeats but fuck if he cared. He knew technically this was a kind of meditation but 


Alex had never bothered to learn what it was called. The only part that he cared about was 
that it could sometimes help when destroying shit wasn’t an option. 


And it wasn’t, at least not right now. Morgan was nearly as upset as he was, though for very 
different reasons. But he didn’t want to just ditch his best friend. But they both could use a 
break, some place that was out of the city for a little while. Apparently ripping someone’s 
mind apart while telepathically screaming at them about his trauma had had more of an effect 
on him than he initially realized. Whoops... Yeah we both should get the hell out of here for a 
little while... 


So with another slow breath, he let time catch back up with him, and heard Morgan softly 
curse. His fingers slapped at the start button on the coffee pot with one hand as the other 
dragged through his hair. 


“..You hung up on her.” Alex said into the quiet left in the wake of Morgan’s sigh. 


He didn’t jump so much as startle, a small jerk of surprise before he turned. “Ah... yeah... I 
guess... you heard that then?” He asked as he took in Alex’s appearance. The cuffs of his 
robe looked a little singed but mostly his friend just looked fine . Except... something was... 
off. Morgan wasn’t sure he knew how to describe it further than just a bad vibe. His friend 
was upset in some way and Morgan didn’t have to guess why. “...sorry about all that-” 


“Oh don’t apologize for her.” Alex interrupted as he stepped further into the kitchen. “She’s a 
selfish bitch who refuses to look at the world from any perspective that doesn’t mesh with her 
own world views. And you aren’t responsible for her.” 


“T know... I do.” Morgan muttered, but he sighed anyways. “Still, sort of a shitty way to start 
the morning...” 


“Yup.” Alex agreed, but he couldn’t help the small smile that pulled at his mouth. “... but 
thanks.” 


Morgan glanced up from where he was leaning against the lower cabinets, arms loosely 
crossed over his chest. He felt a matching smile stretch across his own face, “Yeah, dude. 


Always.” And he really did mean always . 


Alex snorted and Morgan chuckled a little as the smell of coffee started to fill the small 
space. 


“T do have one small question though...” Morgan asked. 


“Yes...?” Alex answered cautiously, not letting his heart rate spike. 


“So about that knife... there’s not like... DNA left on it or anything?” Morgan questioned 
slowly. “I mean, I did sort of just put both our asses on the line here.” 


Relief had Alex snorting, “No, of course not. What am I? An amateur?” 


Morgan laughed too, “No, I was just making sure~” And the pair both fell into a comfortable 
silence as the coffee pot started to splutter. 


“Wanna get out of here?” Alex offered after a beat. “Just for the day or whatever?” 


“Out of the city?” Morgan asked and when Alex nodded, Morgan’s smile felt just a little 
warmer. “Yeah. Yeah, I’d love to. Did... you have somewhere specific in mind?” 


“Yeah, I think I do... and I even think you'll like it.” Alex hummed as his smile grew just a 
little lopsided. 


Sweat beaded on his brow and he could feel it start to roll down his spine. The humid air was 
doing little to keep him cool. He was balanced precariously on one foot as he leaned forward, 
twisting in a way that wasn’t sustainable for very long... but he was so close. 


His prize was just millimeters away from his gloved fingertips... 


He just needed to stretch a little farther... 


“Be careful, now.” Warned his companion, their hand on his belt in case he toppled forward 
and ruined their hard work, or worse, ended up horribly impaled. 


“T can- Almost- Reach it-” Morgan muttered as he leaned down just a little more- 


“Got it!” He laughed has his fingers caught the thin twist of green avoiding it’s dangerous 
spines. 


“Oh good job!” Lissa laughed as she tugged him back up carefully. And as Morgan righted 
himself he had the rogue blackberry bramble in his gloved hand. It had been producing just 
the best looking berries but she had been too short (and not nearly flexible enough these 
days) to reach through the rest of the bush to fish it out herself. Morgan however had not only 
offered to help her but had taken her second pair of gardening gloves and spare sunhat with 
glee. “Oh thank you, sweetheart! Here now quick let me tie that into place before it gets away 
from you.” She exclaimed and grabbed up her twine so she could secure the blasted thing to 
the trellis. 


“You're welcome~” Morgan beamed as he held the vine in place for her to tie down. He 
swiped at his brow with the back of his free arm, even though the sweat just made his handful 
of scratches sting, but at least the sweat wasn’t dripping down into his eyes. It was a hot 
summer day in August in the South. That meant air thick with water, the loudest bugs he’d 
ever heard, and long days under the sun... And Morgan found that he liked it more and more 
every time he was there to visit. But that might just be because of the company... 


Lissa grinned up at Morgan, her hair pulled back into a twist and tucked up near the rim of 
her sunhat. [t makes her look like a sunflower , Morgan thought. The look was amplified by 
the bright yellow sunflowers all over her shirt. 


“Here, you pick these ones.” She hummed as she stepped back from her handy work. One 
more summer of this nonsense and she ought to have a proper bush, with all the berries on 
the outside and all the nasty thorns facing inwards... well most of them anyways. 


“Are you sure?” Morgan asked, blinking in surprise. “Weren’t you trying to get after that vine 
for weeks?” 


“T was, but you were the one to tame the silly thing. Spoils to the victor.” She chuckled and 
tucked her hands into her gardening apron as she put her twine and shears away again. 


“Oh... but I don’t want to squish them...” He replied still hesitating, he’d already squished a 
few and his gloves had the purple smudges to attest to that. 


“Try without your gloves, and remember if they don’t just come right off when you pull, then 
they aren’t ready.” Lissa encouraged as Morgan pulled off his gloves. 


He nearly snorted when he saw the visible line of where the grime on his arm stopped 
because of his gloves. But he shifted forward and tried to do what she taught him. Just gently 
tug the berry from behind- And several of them just came right off, no blackberry juice in 
sight. “Hey! I did it. Man, that’s so much easier without gloves on.” 


“Mhmm.” Lissa hummed in confirmation, still just smiling. “When I come out here to just 
pick em, I don’t wear gloves. It’s only when I’m wrangling that I need the thorn protection.” 
She snorted and rolled her eyes. “Besides, I figured someone who lifts wallets for fun could 
pick a few berries just fine~” And she winked at him when he glanced over at her with that 
adorable lopsided smile of his. My god, you must have had be best dimples when you were 
little. She nearly asked for baby photos but remembered that he probably didn’t have any of 
himself. A teen runaway wouldn t have made baby pictures a priority... And she’d gone and 
made herself sad again, damn it. 


To brush away that dark cloud she said, “Try one. See if our effort was worth it~” 


With a grin Morgan offered her one too, “We both should. They’ ve been taunting you all 
month.” 


“Thank you, Morgan. You are quite right.” She grinned as she took the offered berry and the 
both got to enjoy the fruits of their labor. 


“Have you considered taking a picture?” Mal asked, tone more than a little amused. 


Alex jumped and spun like a cat, nearly dropping his glass. He’d just come into the kitchen to 
get more ice for his water when he saw his Ma and Morgan out by the blackberry bush 
though the bay window. Morgan was in shirt sleeves, gardening gloves, and a wide brim 
sunhat. He looked ridiculous- He- Fuck- He looked adorable . And he was grinning at his Ma 
like she had hung the damned moon... She would say something in that dry way she could 
sometimes and Morgan would laugh, Alex could hear it. It wasn’t a fake laugh or an ‘I’m 
humoring you’ laugh. It was genuine and delighted and- 


And apparently he’d been standing at the window staring out at them for longer than he 
thought. Long enough that his Pa had gotten up to come find him, and J didn t even notice 
him walk in . His face must have been bright red as he stared back at his Pa, who just smirked 
up at him. “... I... I- uh...” 


“Got distracted?” Mal offered, finally putting his son out of his misery. 
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yes.” He replied pathetically. 


“Alex, kiddo... Have you talked to Morgan yet? About how you feel?” Mal asked though he 
damn well knew the answer was no. 


“..No.” Alex muttered and looked away. 


“Son... why not? You’re clearly head over heels for the boy. And I even think he’s foolish 
enough to like you back.” Mal added as he watched Alex flounder... but something was off. 
Something had been off since the duo had first appeared at the end of their drive a couple of 
hours ago. Both of them had seemed... discontent, but Morgan appeared to be doing much 
better now. Alex however clearly wasn’t. That little jab usual would just make Alex flustered, 
a little teasing was good for his soul but this? No, this looks more like drowning . 


“Because...” Alex mumbled as he looked away from his dad, really just trying to find 
anything to keep his interest as heartache and a guilty hope swirled in his chest. He wanted to 
believe his dad, he wanted to believe him so badly- too badly. Badly enough that he could 
just be making assumptions. Badly enough to accidentally change... something to make it 
real. 


And that was really starting to scare him, a lot. Especially now... Especially while the doubt 
writhed in the pit of his stomach like something nasty with teeth and claws. His worries- his 
fears hadn’t simmered back down yet, hadn’t faded into something small and ignorable yet. It 
would probably take him a few days to really get a hold of it again and stuff it back to the box 
it belonged in. 


But he really didn’t want to lose Morgan. Didn’t want push him away or accidentally hold on 
so tight that it... squished him. It was this hideous balancing act that he had gotten very very 
good at over the last 4- god nearly 5 years. But it was so much harder now. Now that he knew 
he loved Morgan, that he wanted to be with Morgan. It was getting so difficult to figure out 
what was ‘too much’ and what was ‘not enough’. But instead of saying any of that, he 
finished, “... he’s not really in a good place for- for change and I don’t want to rock the 

boat.” 


“Since when?” Mal asked, chuckling. “You love rocking the boat. You like causing chaos and 
upsetting the status quo whenever you get the chance.” 


Alex just shook his head as he set his glass down on the counter so he could cross his arms. 
“That’s different...” 


Mal held his peace for a second while he studied Alex’s face, even with his gaze down 
turned, Mal could still read him- read his heart. “... Because this matters? He matters?” He 
asked gently and smiled softly when his son’s gaze shot back up to his. 


He searched his Pa’s face for several long moments. Looking for something- anything- 
judgment- disappointment- disbelief- anything... But all he found was compassion and love. 
Unconditional love. “I... I don’t want to push on... on accident.” Alex finally whispered. 


“Ah...” Mal hummed as understanding clicked. He remembered the first time Alex used his 
powers on accident , when he just willed something to happen without meaning to. So 
instead of trying to reassure him with words, trying to tell him that it wouldn’t happen this 
time, he just stepped closer to his son and pulled him down into a hug. And Alex let him, he 
unfolded his arms and hugged Mal back. 


It reminded him somehow of that hug- that first one they’d shared when Alex had come back 
to visit after storming out all those years ago. He’d been so... so unsure- so worried that they 
wouldn’t want him after everything that had happened and he had tried to hide that 
uncertainty under a thick layer of disinterest. But Mal knew his son, and he knew his wife. 
He knew they were both so nervous, neither one wanted to say the wrong thing and drive the 
other away again. So Mal had just pulled him down into a hug and then Lissa had flung 
herself at both of them. It had been a very good start to the healing process. 


“Okay,” Mal murmured after a second of just rubbing his son’s back a little, “Then don’t 
push, kiddo. But don’t hide either, alright? He won’t know ¢o act if he doesn’t know you’re 
willing.” 


Alex didn’t know what to say to that, as hope continued to fuel the fires of his anxiety, so he 
just stayed quiet while his dad rubbed his back a little. God , he really did love them- so 
fucking much. After another few quiet moments Mal finally pulled back and just smiled up at 
his son. “You’re gonna be okay, Alex.” 


Alex smiled back, with a half heart laugh, “Ha, yeah... I always am.” 


“Yes,” Mal echoed. “You always are. You'll get through this- we 7] get through this, okay?” 
And he squeezed Alex’s shoulder a little before they both heard a call from the back door. 


“We come bearing fruit!” Morgan laughed as he held up the small colander turned basket 
they had been using for berry collection. He and Lissa were making their way back up the 


stone path towards the house, nearly arm in arm and both very ready to be out of the heat. 


Mal, with Alex just behind him, went to the sliding door and opened it for them. “Yes, I can 
see that~” He chuckled and could see just how delighted both Morgan and the light of his life 
were. 


And he had an idea. 


“Oh- Oh, just a second you two-” And he started to fish out his phone. “I want to get a 
picture of the both of you.” 


And Lissa just lit up more, if that was even possible. She automatically slid her arm through 
Morgan’s just capturing him there. “Ooo! Excellent idea, love~” She praised, cheeks rosy 
from a combination of the heat and her mirth. 


“Oh, okay. Sure.” Morgan laughed and paused with Lissa on the stone path. He liked taking 
pictures too so he understood the instinct, and with the bright greenery all around them it 
probably would make for a nice photo. So he stepped in closer to Lissa and adjusted so her 
hat wouldn’t block his face. But Mal appeared to be struggling with his phone a bit. 


The older villain grimaced down at he smart device and tried to get it to focus on their faces 
through the sunlight but it just wasn’t cooperating. “Hrm... At least with the new technology 
you can tell the photo won’t be any good before you take it...”” He grumbled as he continued 
tapping. “Alex- Can you help me?” He asked looked over his shoulder at his other son, who 
was still standing in the doorway. 


“Uh, yeah sure...” Alex said blinking back to himself a little. Morgan grinning and pleased 
standing there posed for a photo, all grubby and sweaty in gardening clothes was- was 
apparently also a turn on for Alex. At this rate it might just be easier to just check that all of 
Morgan as a turn on for him and be done with it. But he took the phone from his Pa and 
showed him how to adjust the aperture and shutter speed, before snapping several photos of 
the grinning pair. 


“Wonderful~ Thank you, pumpkin patch.” Lissa said as she and Morgan finished their way 
up towards the house. “But after all that hard work, I definitely think lemonade is in order.” 


“Seconded.” Morgan added as they both made it into the house and the shade. “Summers in 
Arkansas are no joke.” 


“No, they certainly aren’t for the weak of heart.” Mal chuckled as he got down two glasses. 


“Or for the dehydrated.” Morgan snorted as he pulled off his hat and used it to fan himself. 
“Ha, I could probably use a shower.” 


“You’re welcome too.” Lissa replied as she pulled off her own hat and gloves, leaving her 
apron on until she got to the laundry room where she had nice little hooks for all her tools. “I 
know I have some of Alex’s old things lying around if you want a change of clothes?” 


“Oh... You know, actually. Yes, I would. Thanks.” 


“Of course~” She smiled up at him. “How about you come with me and we can put all this 
way and I’ll find you those spares?” 


“Okay.” And Morgan was happily ushered off by Lissa just like he had been when they first 
arrived well over 2 hours ago. 


Alex couldn’t tell who was happier that they had just decided to pop in, Morgan or his Ma... 
He just snorted and shook his head as the pair disappeared farther into the house. He was 
about to say as much to his Pa when his phone vibrated. Out of the corner of his eye, Alex 
could see that his dad that that look on his face, the ‘I’m up to no good’ look, as he played 
around on his phone. 


Suspiciously Alex pulled his phone out and sure enough it was a text from his dad. With 
more apprehension than was probably warranted, Alex opened the message. It was the 


photos. The ones from just a second ago of Morgan and his Ma... Alex saved all of them to 
his camera roll before wordlessly tucking his phone back into his pocket. 


Mal just smirked down over the rim of his glasses, head shaking just a little, while he sent 
both Morgan and Lissa the pictures as well. He really did love his boys so much sometimes. 


The shower had been a really good idea. He was clean and refreshed and had been able to 
wash all the little nicks and cuts on his arms from the blackberry bush's thorns. But as 
Morgan was toweling off his hair he decided he'd probably had his phone off for long enough 
and powered it back on while he got dressed. Lissa had been able to find one of Alex’s old 
button downs for him. It was a little big on him but with the sleeves rolled up it was actually 
pretty comfortable. 


On the bed his phone vibrated twice to let him know it had finished it’s boot up sequence, so 
he scooped it up and unlocked it so it could play catch with his missed messages. Mostly it 
was just a bunch of emails but then he got 5 texts from Peony and 4 voicemails from his 
mom. Great. 


He swiped open Peony’s messages first. 


Peony, 10:41am: ...you should really call mom back 


Peony, 10:50am: Morgan 


Peony, 10:53am: Morrrgggggaaaannnnn 


Peony, 11:29am: You better not be dead in a ditch somewhere 


Peony, 11:36am: Please don’t be dead in a ditch somewhere 


Morgan snorted before typing out a quick reply. 


Morgan, 1:16pm: Im not dead in a ditch somewhere 


It didn’t take her very long to respond. 


Peony, 1:17pm: Good 


Peony, 1:17pm: Are you going to call mom back? 


Morgan, 1:17pm: No 


Peony, 1:18pm: ...okay 


Morgan puffed out a breath as he headed back downstairs. He wasn’t going to call his mom 
back even thought he knew Peony wanted him too. So as compromise, for his sister, he’d at 
least listen to her damned voicemails. So when he rounded the bend and made it halfway 
down the stairs he called out, “Hey, I’m gonna step out to make a phone call real quick!” 


“Okay, kiddo!” Came a returning call from somewhere else in the house and it left Morgan 
smiling as he headed for the door. It was no less hot outside but the porch shade was just a 
touch to close to the house for his liking, so Morgan hopped down the steps and headed 
towards the fenced in pasture. There was a great big tree in the corner nearest the house and it 
was nice and shady underneath its reaching branches. Shady enough that there was a cow 
grazing underneath it. The big black and white beast looked up from...uh... utter- her snack 
as he approached. 


“Don’t mind me ma’am.” He chuckled, “I’m just borrowing the shade.” Though honestly 
with the humidity it hardly made a difference. But Morgan’s words seemed to reassure the 
cow- or at least reinforce her disinterest and she went back to grazing as Morgan typed in his 
voicemail pin. 


“You have... 4... missed messages.” Said the automated voice and Morgan just sighed. 
“First missed message: ‘Morgan! Morgan you need to call me back right now!’” Demand a 
furious Ellen. Morgan grimaced and hit the delete button not bothering to listen to the rest of 
the message, even as his stomach twisted with guilt. He didn’t want to make his mother mad 
at him... but she really wasn’t leaving him a lot of options here. 
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“Next missed message: ‘Morgan Jack Smolt. You answer the phone-’ 


Delete. 


“Next missed message: ‘Honey I really need to you answer the phone. I just want to talk. You 
could be in serious danger-’” 


Delete. 


“Next missed message: ‘Morgan, honey, I’m sorry I yelled. I- I shouldnt have done that, I 
Just- I’m your mother and I just want what’ best for you... But your sister is right, what- 
what I want for you isn t necessarily what you want for yourself... I do trust you, honey. I 
really do. It’s just Alex that I’m worried about... I love you, sweetie. Call me back when you 
get the chance, please...’ ... You have no new messages-”’ The robotic voice started to say 
and Morgan just hung up. 


He let out a long slow breath and just bend forward so he could rest his head on the top bar of 
the fence in front of him. Leave it to Peony to be the reason why Mom apologized... He 
mused miserably, knowing damn well she, dad, and mom had all probably had a ‘discussion’ 
about him... again. They have to figure out what to do about the problem child who hangs out 
with the wrong people... And Morgan just closed his eyes. It shouldn’t be on Peony in the 
first place to have to play mediator, to have to sit their parents down and get them to deal 
with the consequences of their own actions, but he knew she would do it anyway. She just 
wanted so badly for them all to just be one big happy family and Morgan knew it was 
probably never going to happen, at least not the way she wanted in her head. 


He loved her so much, he really did. But he didn’t know how much longer he could keep 
doing this. Could keep being this cobbled together version of ‘Morgan Jack Smolt’ that his 
parents could tolerate to be around. He wasn’t that boy any more... he never fucking was and 
it was killing him slowly to keep trying to be. It was why he had left in the first place. 
Because this person they saw him to be wasn t real. He was just a figment of their 
imagination and Morgan was never going to be able to live up to that. 


He sighed again and lifted his head so his chin could rest on his folded arms. He watched the 
cow just in front of him and let out a slow breath. “... I can’t keep this up forever... But I'll 
manage until the wedding. I have to, you know?” He said more to himself than the cow. 
““She’s my baby sister, so I gotta...” 


And that was how Alex had found him. Half bent over, head and armed resting along the 
pasture fence as he had a melancholic conversation with one of his parents’ dairy cows. 


“They’re pretty good listeners, but in my experience cows are terrible at making decisions.” 
Alex mused aloud as he approached. He made a point to crunch through the grass as he did, 
so he wouldn’t startle his friend. 


“Yeah...” Morgan sighed as he pushed up to standing again. “I was starting to get that 
feeling.” 


Alex chuckled as he leaned against the fence next to Morgan. The cow lifted her head again 
and her tail flicked once as she stared at him. /t’s fine, go back to eating. And the cow relaxed 
again and did just that. It was hard for prey animals to not react when predators approached, 
but Alex had gotten very good at calming them down when he was a kid. But he didn’t say 
anything else and neither did Morgan. 


They both just stood there awhile, in the shade... with the cow. It was a weirdly calming and 
peaceful experience. The hot summer humidity... the bugs screaming all around. Hay and 
animal smells in the air. It was deeply nostalgic for Alex and a new sort of serenity for 
Morgan. Coming here really had been a great idea... 


Finally Alex said, voice low, as to not disrupt the small moment of calm they had found. 
“Your mom again?” 


“Yeah... sorta. She left me some voicemails.” Morgan explained, matching his friend's gentle 
tone. 


‘What did she want?” 


“Probably just to talk to me.” He sighed. “If she started the message by yelling I just deleted 
it.” 


“Good.” Alex growled low in his throat. 


Morgan just shrugged and leaned a little more on the fence and watched the cow flicked her 
tail again. Her ears had twitched at Alex’s growl and she glanced up a little to double check. 
“.. She apologized in the last one for yelling... But she followed it up by saying ‘she just 
wants what's best for me.’” And he made sure to put air quotes around it. 


“Bullshit.” Alex snorted. 


“Yeah, kinda... She wants what she thinks is best for me. But she admitted that... that what I 
want for me is different from what she wants.” Morgan hummed tiredly, but he glanced over 
at Alex and smirked a little. “Mostly I just think she doesn’t like you.” His words had their 
intended effect and Alex laughed. 


“ll fucking bet.” He chuckled. “She can’t get to you- can’t make you do what she wants if 
I’m here. I bet it pisses her off to no end.” 


“Probably... I don’t think she sees it like that, but you’re not wrong. She does care... It just 
takes Peony interviewing to get her to meet me on my terms.” Morgan muttered and sighed 
again. The cow lifted her head again when Morgan let his drop back down onto his arms. 


Alex didn’t say anything for a beat, just let the quiet continue. Eventually he added, “... you 
know Peony is just enabling them, right?” 


And Morgan grimaced. “She’s- It’s more like- Ugh... fuck. Yes, I know... That’s what Dr. 
Haylie has been saying. Hell, I bet that’s what her own therapist has been saying... But she 
just wants to fix it.” 


“She can’t fix it on her own. They have to take the steps to mend these bridges themselves or 
else it will never work.” 


“T know...” Morgan sighed and let his breath puff out. The cow, who was still just chewing 
and looking at them, decided they were worth investigating and she started to approach the 
fence. Morgan blinked and stood up as a large pale pink nose tried to invade his personal 
space. “Uh...” And he just leaned back from her. 


Alex snorted and gently reached out to pet the dairy cow as she continued to chew. “She’s 
just curious about you is all.” He laughed as he petted her velvety soft nose. 


“Oh...” Was all Morgan mumbled, still awkwardly leaning back a little. 


Alex glanced down at his friend and snorted. “You can pet her, you know? She won’t bite.” 


“Ah... right. I guess... that makes sense.” He finally managed before reaching out to pet the 
cow as well. Her face was surprisingly soft, especially all the little hairs leading down to her 
broad nose. But up onto her head the hairs were much coarser than he was expecting. It was 
weird but not unpleasant. “... This is the first time I’ve ever pet a cow.” 


“Seriously?” Alex asked as he glanced back at Morgan. He looked significantly more relaxed 
now as he pet her broad face. 


“Yeah. I mean I grew up in suburbia. Where the hell was I supposed to meet a cow?” Morgan 
replied, rolling his eyes. 


“Didn’t you go to, like fairs and stuff?” 


“Once I think... But all they had were like goats and sheep.” Morgan replied as he looked 
over at Alex. His friend was giving him this weird look. ““What?” 


“You've really never pet a cow before?” He repeated incredulously. 


“ Yes .” Morgan snorted. 


“.. god that’s weird.” Alex replied with a shrug. And then another thought occurred to him. 
“Wait. You’ve at least pet, like a horse before, right?” 


“..no? Why would I have?” 


Alex just stared down at Morgan sort of stunned. Like yeah he knew he grew up on a farm 
but it was wild to realize just how different Morgan’s childhood must have been. “So- So like 
you don’t even know how to ride a horse?” 


“No.” Morgan repeated with a confused laugh, “Do you?” 


“Yes!” Alex exclaimed and the cow jerked her head in surprise. “Sorry, sorry...””» He hummed 
to her. “I didn’t mean to startle you...” And after a few more pets she calmed down again. To 
Morgan he said, “Yes, of course I know how to ride a horse. I grew up in rural Arkansas. 
What the hell else was there for me to do?” 


“T guess that’s fair...”” Morgan muttered as Alex continued just giving him a sideways look. 
“...what?” He asked suspiciously. 


“I’m gonna teach you how to ride a horse.” Alex declared. 


“No. Absolutely not. No way.” Morgan refused emphatically, going so far as to actually back 
away from the pasture fence. 


“Yes way.” Alex replied with glee. “Not today. And probably not until after winter. But come 
next spring I’m gonna teach you how to ride.” 


“Alex- No. Come on, be serious.” 
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“Tam. You’re the one who’s gonna inherit the farm. You should know how to ride a horse.’ 
He went on and he could see Morgan actually thinking about it, so to turn up the pressure a 
little he added. “I mean, both my parents do.” 


Morgan opened and then closed his mouth. This felt like a bad idea... but Alex looked 
positively delighted by the idea... And it would be one more skill he could pick up. Who 
knows, once horse travel was on the table, it might open up new opportunities for heists or 
adventures... Fuck. “This is so dumb...” 


“Ha!” Alex cheered, recognizing that as Morgan conceding. “Come on~ It’1l be fun. I 
promise.” 


“Fun for you.” Morgan grumbled, but only for show. Honestly the more he thought about it 
the more it did actually sound like fun. “... Next spring, I’m gonna learn how to ride a 
horse.” 


“Yes. Yes you are.” Alex grinned. But the cow was finally done investigating them and pulled 
her head back over the fence to go back to her grazing. “Come on,” Alex chuckled, “Let’s go 
back inside and wash up.” 


“Sure.” Morgan snorted and followed his friend back up to the cute little house on the hill, 
with its covered porch and blue shutters. The place that was starting to feel more and more 
like home every time he saw it. 


Alex hadn’t meant to stay all day. Really he hadn’t. This visit was supposed to have just been 
a 'pop by and say hi' kind of thing, but then his mother started playing dirty. The second Alex 
had started to make noises about leaving, she asked if they wanted to stay for dinner. Alex 


had started to politely refuse but with a look of triumph on her face she had then played her 
trump card. It was a low blow even for her. 


“Oh, are you sure? I was planning on making nanaimo bars for dessert.” 


She was truly despicable and very deserving of her rank as an A-tier villain... So he and 
Morgan had stayed for dinner. And then- then! She and his father had had the audacity to ask 
about coming to see his new lair, since they still hadn’t been up to his arctic base to see the 
remodel. And Morgan had fallen right for their trap... although he might have done it on 
purpose. It was hard to tell. 


He’d offered to have them over for dinner at the apartment. And by the time they’d finished 
eating, plans had been made and dates had been scheduled into calendars and none of them 
had any compassion or regard for what he wanted. 


His Ma had just pat him on the shoulder and handed him a nanaimo bar square with a wink. 


So it was settled. His parents were coming to Capital City for Thanksgiving. And Alex had 
no idea how they had all managed it so seamlessly. 


In fact he had still been grumbling about it when he brought his dessert plate to the sink and 
caught Morgan peering out the window into the growing dusk. He looked very confused- 
perplexed even as he searched for something just outside. 


Alex watched him for another few seconds, his brows raised as Morgan leaned further over 
the sink to get a better look out the window. Finally Alex just rolled his eyes and 
approached. “What?” 


“Hmm?” Morgan hummed in response and glanced over as he leaned back. “Oh... nothing I 
just... could have swore I saw something... glowing.” He muttered, eyes automatically 
turning back to the window as he shifted away so Alex could put his plate down. 


Alex, still sort of bemused, looked out too, just as a small yellow light slowly winked on and 
then off again just outside the window. Alex didn’t think anything of it but Morgan lurched. 


“That! What the hell is that?” He demanded, as he pointed out into the night. 


Alex couldn’t help it, he laughed. “Do you mean the lightning bug?” 


“The what- Oh... it’s a firefly.” And Morgan just laughed and rubbed a hand over his face. 
“Jesus... Ha. God, I’m an idiot.” 


“What did you think it was?” Alex questioned, snickering at his friend’s chagrin. 


“T honestly don’t know. I just- I’d never seen one glow in person before. It looks so different 
on tv.” Morgan snorted but he was turning away from the sink, ready to head back to the 
living room. 


Alex, however, was struck once again by the fact that he and Morgan had very different 
childhoods. Like he knew they did, on a fundamental level. The same way he had a very 
different childhood to most of his peers in highschool but it... he’d never really talked about 
his life on the farm with anyone since high school. Besides with Morgan... Somehow he had 
just expected Morgan to know about this stuff, the way all his elementary and middle school 
friends had. It was just a strange moment of cognitive dissonance. 


But he came back to himself quicker this time and turned to catch up with Morgan. “Do... 
you want to go see more of them?” 


“More of them?” 


“Yeah, there will probably be a bunch out in just a few minutes and the whole pasture will be 
twinkling like that.” Alex explained as they rounded the corner from the dining room back 
into the living room. 


Mal glanced up from his current scrapbooking project, scissors in hand, as the pair wandered 
back in. “More of what?” He asked, glasses perched low on his nose. 


“Lightning bugs.” Alex answered, “Morgan’s never seen them in person before.” 


“Oh, you haven’t?” Lissa asked now looking up from her book too. “They’re just the prettiest 
thing. It makes the long summer days so worth it. Ah, I wish I’d know that sooner or I’d have 
asked you both to stay for dinner in July. We had so many of them last month.” 


“Oh it’s fine- Really. They’re just glowing bugs... I just hadn’t ever seen a blinking yellow 
light just start floating around before.” He chuckled a little embarrassed. He’d literally 
traveled all over the world, been to all kinds of exotic locales, but that was what? The third 
time just today he’d stumbled across something he didn’t know. He should have been more 
prepared- 


And that’s the anxiety talking , he realized. It was fine that he didn’t know things. It was fine 
that he wasn’t perfect. He didn’t have to- to prove himself while he was here. There is 
nothing to earn, it just is. 


He felt his expression go a little stuffed for a second as he consciously changed gears. “I... - 
Actually. Yes, I changed my mind. I’d love to go see them. It sounds really neat.” He 
admitted. 


Lissa titled her head a little, her brows drawing down a bit with concern, “Is everything 
alright, sweet pea?” 


“Ha- yes. I was... just getting caught up in my own head a bit.” He chuckled a little, as he 
fidgeted with one of his rolled up sleeves. 


Still frowning, Lissa called him over, “Come here, for just a second.” And when Morgan 
stepped over to her without hesitation she smiled. Then she sat up more and reached up to 


pull him down so she could kiss his forehead. When she pulled back he looked entirely 
bewildered and she laughed. “You’re doing just fine, pumpkin.” 


“T... um... okay.” He managed after a second, face significantly warmer than it had been a 
second ago. And now he was making a point not to keep fidgeting even though he wanted to, 
now more than ever. 


Lissa just smiled warmly up at him as he stood there awkwardly. She wished she could do 
more to put him at ease, but... it's just going to take time, she reminded herself. “That was 
all. You boys go have fun.” She hummed as she settled back down. “Oh and Alex? You 
should grab a jar in case.” 


“Right.” And he turned back towards the kitchen, making a beeline for where he knew his 
parents kept their mason jars. 


“A jar? For what?” Morgan asked as he glanced from where Alex had been back to Lissa. 


“In case you want to catch a few~ Something about seeing all those little lights floating 
around always just makes you want to catch them. Like little specks of magic you can hold.” 
She explained. 


“Oh...kay.”” Morgan replied not entirely sure what she meant, but then Alex was back with a 
jar and was heading towards the front door. 


“Come on.” He chuckled as he pushed open the screen. Morgan was right behind him as he 
stepped out into the muggy night air. 


Different bugs screamed and chirped now, but for the most part the fading sunlight had 
actually brought down the temperature a little. Almost everything was cast in silhouette by 
the fading amber light, just dark shapes swaying in the lazy breeze. And then Morgan saw 
one. Another firefly, it’s little body invisible except for the yellow green glow as it slowly 
winked on and then off, vanishing once more into the dark. 


And then he saw another one, over on the other side of the yard. And then another. And 
another and- Soon there were about a dozen different lights blinking on and off, which meant 
there must have been close to 50 of the little guys just flying about. 


“..woah.” Morgan muttered as he stepped closer to the porch railing. 


A corner of Alex’s mouth winged up as he watched Morgan watch the lightning bugs. He’d 
felt a twang of discomfort when they’d been inside but it had quickly been changed into 
pleased embarrassment by his Ma. But now all he felt from his friend was that childlike awe, 
the same awe he saw on his face. “I know, right?” He chuckled after a beat as he finally 
looked back out over the drive and the pasture. 


“Man, movies really don’t do this justice...”” He hummed after a second as a few more of the 
little lights floated closer to the porch. He tried to track them but they would just blink out 
and be back in somewhere new. “How do you even go about catching them?” Morgan 
snorted, more to himself than to Alex. 


His friend however just set the jar down on the railing. “Just pick one and try to follow it 
around. Don’t let the other ones distract you and you should be able to catch it...” Alex 
explained as he did just exactly that. He, of course, could just catch them with super speed or 
by slowing time down, but where was the fun in that? Besides this was something he used to 
do all the time before he got his powers. 


When the one he had his eyes on got a little closer he lifted both his hands and- “There!” He 
chuckled as he closed his cupped hands over the little bug. “Just like that.” And a few 
moments later the small yellow glow winked back on, inside his hands. He glanced up at 
Morgan with a quick grin. 


Morgan however was just... staring. Because there was Alex, golden cat’s eyes glowing 
much like the fireflies around them, his smile boyish and delighted, voice soft and pleased as 
he explained a game that must have been close to second nature to him. He just looked so... 
content. So relaxed and warm and happy. Positive nostalgia practically rolled off him in 
waves. Just like at Christmas... Morgan thought idle, and in doing so thought about how 
happy /e had been at Christmas, and why . 


Morgan blinked back to himself and cleared his throat a little, heat rushing to his face, as he 
turned for the jar. His fingers automatically unscrewed the lid while he turned back. “Here. 
For the firefly.”” He managed in a mostly normal tone and held the mason jar out to Alex. 
Again with the finesse of practice Alex expertly transferred the bug to the jar and Morgan put 
the lid back on, but only screwed it on halfway. He’d caught plenty of bugs growing up, and 
since this lid didn’t have air holes, better safe than sorry. 


“So...” Alex hummed as Morgan partially secured the lid. “Want to try to catch one 
yourself?” He offered, not exactly sure what he was feeling from the D-tier villain. It was 
positive for sure, but also embarrassed... 


“Uh, sure.” Morgan chuckled a little and offered Alex the jar. He took it and the pair both 
headed down off the porch to catch a few more. 


It took a little practice and a few more pointers from Alex but after a few minutes Morgan got 
the hang of it. They both then spent the better part of the next 30 minutes just catching the 
small floating moats of light. Alex had suggested they make it into a competition but Morgan 
had shot him down. Morgan was not interested in getting his ass handed to him just now. 
Really, he was just enjoying... the innocuous simplicity of catching bugs with his friend. 


It was so strange to realize that here he was at 26, getting to revisit these small scraps of his 
childhood that had actually been positive, with The Devourer of all people. And it had been 
his idea! It just tickled Morgan to think about, to know this was something probably no one 
else would get to do. It was really just for him- for them. Just a little slice of foolishness at 
the end of what had actually been a pretty good day. The lows hadn’t been able to out way the 
highs and honestly that was all Morgan could ask for. 


But finally it started to get properly dark, the lights from the house were really the only things 
illuminating the drive now. And the fireflies had slowly stopped their blinking. “I guess it’s 
time to let these little guys go, huh?” Morgan asked as he held up the jar. 


“Yeah, they really don’t blink for that long.” Alex replied, before chuckling. “All and all, not 
too bad for your first time. Of course I’m an excellent teacher~ So that had to help.” He 
claimed, tone more than a little arrogant. 


But Morgan just snorted, “Uh-huh. Right. And not because I already know how to catch 
bugs.” He did however start to undo the lid and bent down to gently shake out all their tiny 
wing-ed hostages into the grass. Most quickly flew off but a few had to be persuaded out. 


“Yeah, but you didn’t know how to catch lightning bugs.” Alex countered smugly. “And now 
you do. Because I’m such a great teacher, obviously.” 


Morgan rolled his eyes as he stood back up and turned towards Alex. He was caught there, 
half in shadows, the light only coming from the porch light up the hill. He was smirking, his 
yellow eyes twinkling with mirth. They were both a little sweaty from being out in the 
muggy night air for so long and his hair was nice and tousled from him running his fingers 
through it while they horsed around catching bugs. 


He was just... Alex. 


But Morgan had never wanted to kiss anybody more in his life than he did right now. 


Because it was just Alex. Just Alex, his best friend, his partner in crime. The person who 
would come if he called, the person who would be there if he asked, the person who would 
want to. Someone who knew- knew what to do to help improve his day. It had been Alex’s 
idea to come to his parents house. To let them both retreat from the world and their lives and 
just have this slice of normalcy. The same person who would catch fireflies with him for no 
other reason than because it seemed like fun. And because it was something they could do 
together. 


It would be so easy- so simple to kiss him. They were standing close together, all he’d have 
to do was roll up onto his toes, grab Alex by the shirt and tug him forward that one last step. 
And he knew he was just staring at Alex again... but Alex was also just staring back. He 
wasn’t saying anything or pulling away. He was just... waiting . 


Morgan could practically feel his heart trying to beat its way out of his chest, as fresh 
uncertainty bloomed in his chest. It was that same uncertainty he’d felt a couple months ago 
when Alex had just gotten his memories back after the curse debacle. The same uncertainty 
that he’d felt when Alex had tipped his chin up while they’d been in his pocket dimension so 
he could wipe that last bit of blood off his cheek. Except it wasn’t uncertainty. It was love. It 
was want . It was hope that maybe Alex wanted the exact same thing he did. 


..only one way to find out... 


And he started to shift forward just a bit- 


“You boys, come on in!” Mal called from the porch. “It’s getting dark.” 


And just like that reality slapped him back down to earth as his heels landed back onto the 
gravel drive. His heart now hammered with terror and panic as he turned back towards the 
house, both hands clutched this jar in a death grip. “Ha- R-right!” He called back, his voice 
breaking just a bit as he hurried past Alex. 


What in the actual fuck were you thinking?! He demanded of himself as he moved quickly up 
the driveway. He kills someone for you and then goes and catches bugs with you and 
suddenly you go all stupid in the brain?! Jesus- Jesus , get a grip! 


Alex however didn’t know if he wanted to scream or... scream louder. His heart was 
thundering in his chest as they had both just stood there. Both just waiting in the silence, 
while Morgan was looking at him like- like he wanted to do something . To say something . A 
something Alex had desperately wanted to be a kiss. Because that was what Alex had 
wanted, goddamn it! 


He had wanted nothing more than to pull Morgan in by the waist and kiss him stupid. He’d 
wanted to the entire time they’d been catching lightning bugs. Every time Morgan flashed 
him that goofy overjoyed grin or made a pleased noise when he caught one. Every time he 
had looked up at Alex like this was the best idea he’d ever had. God- god! He’d just wanted 
to kiss him, to catch his face in both hands and to brush his lips so gently over Morgan’s, 
once- twice, before deepening the kiss. He had wanted to pull Morgan down on top of him 
and just makeout in the grass while the soft little flickers of light floated all around them. 


Fuck- Fuck - Fuck. 


He whirled on the gravel drive and glared up at his parents, who were both standing on the 
porch, half ready to spit fire... when he heard what they were whispering to each other. 


<Lissa>: “ Malcolm! What are you doing!? ” She demanded in a furious undertone. 


<Mal>: “Calling the boys back in.” He snorted. 


<Lissa>: “But- but- they were about to-” She spluttered. 


<Mal>: “Yes they might have, but it shouldn’t be while you were out here peeking. ” He 
chided. 


<Lissa>: “Ooooowah-!” And she stopped her foot. 


<Mal>: “You have to leave them alone, Lissa. And that includes not spying .” 


<Lissa>: “But I just-” 


<Mal>: “-want them to be happy. I know, Sunshine. But they need to do this by themselves. ” 


<Lissa>: “I- You- Oh, I wish you weren’t right!” 


<Mal>: “I know~” He chuckled and pulled her in to kiss the top of her head. 


Alex just scrubbed both hands over his face and suppressed the urge to scream for a 
completely different reason now. He didn’t know if he loved them or despised them, more in 
this moment. Finally deciding it was a toss up, he dragged his fingers through his hair and 
stomped back up the drive after Morgan, who had nearly made it back to the porch by now. 


Murder. I want to go commit murder. He thought as he made his way back up to the home he 
had grown up in, and tried to pretend he wasn’t mortified . 


I’m taking the rest of the nanaimo bars as compensation. He thought as he glared at his 
parents and he hoped that would provide him with enough solace to let him sleep, instead of 
just lying awake thinking about how differently tonight could have gone. 


But he seriously doubted it. 
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“.. $0 yeah... that’s basically what happened.” Morgan explained on a sigh. 


“Well... first | wanna say I’m real proud you deleted those messages. I know how hard that 
must have been for you, but you don’t deserve to be talked to like that, not by anyone.” 
Haylie replied, adjusting at her desk a bit as she set her pen down. 


“IT know... I- Part of me wishes I hadn’t just so I could know what her- her argument was, 
like then I might have been able to counter those points- Like somehow I could have made 
her realize that she was wrong... But I know that that’s not how this works.” And he pushed 
back a little from his computer screen and web cam with a heavy sigh. He too adjusted in his 
desk chair, but pulled his feet up so he could sit cross legged. 


“You’re right. It’s not. People don’t just have epiphanies over night- over one argument. 
There can be an epiphany that happens to start that ball rolling, but not one that just makes 
everything better. It takes an awful lot of time for people to change.” Haylie hummed as she 
rested her elbows on her desk, her blonde hair was pulled back into a low tail today, but 
Morgan could still see her pink and blue streaks. ““And more importantly, a desire too. She 
needs to want to change, Morgan, or else she never will.” 


““She- She does... I- I think she does, anyway.” Morgan muttered, trying to defend his 
mother. “Peony seems to think so, at least.” 


Haylie pursed her lips a little, “Cupcake... I know you want to believe that your sister is right 
but-” 


“But she’s not an unbiased observer.” Morgan finished on a sigh. “She wants my mom to 
want to change too. So she... might just be convincing herself that Mom is willing and not 
just that Mom keeps saying she’s willing without putting in the work. I know.” 


“IT know you do, and I know that it’s hard for you to admit that. You love your sister and it’s 
safe for me to say that she loves you too. So it’s hard to acknowledge that your sister has her 
own motives that don’t always take what’s best for you into account.” Haylie hummed in 
sympathy. “But the more you say it, can admit that, the easier it’ll be for you the next time 
something like that ‘bubble’ incidence from February happens. Easier for you to know and 
remember she wasn’t picking you versus them, she was picking herself and her own mental 
health. She wanted to deescalate the situation in a way that didn’t hurt her or you.” 


Morgan just nodded as he studied his hands. He knew Dr. Haylie was right and was glad to 
have her, to have her be that impartial figure he needed. Even if he still cried half the times 
they talked. He lifted a hand and swiped at his eyes before the water could fall and Dr. Haylie 
fell quiet, just letting him have a minute to collect himself. 


After another beat she shifted and picked up her pen again and glanced back at her checklist 
for today’s meeting. “So... Have you made any progress at ‘expanding your support 
network’?” 


Morgan grimaced as he continued to stare at his keyboard and heard Haylie laugh, it was a 
trill of nasally laughter that reminded Morgan she was very much a villain once upon a time. 
“No.” 


“Yeah I figured as much from your face~!” She cackled and grinned broadly when Morgan 
glowered up at her. “Well why not?” 


“TJ... [had other stuff going on the last couple of weeks.” Morgan tried to defend himself. It 
was pathetic and they both knew it. 


“So much other stuff you couldn’t ask two of your good friends out for lunch?” She asked 
pointedly. 


“So why not?” She repeated and watched as Morgan just squirmed on her screen. “Come on 
now, use your words.” 


“Ugh... Because... Because I- I don’t want to.” Morgan complained, arms crossing over his 
chest. 


“Why don’t you want to?” 


“Because I’m in the middle of this heist game with Barnaby and the grand finale is next 
month. And he’s dating Ohio so I can’t just only invite one of them and-” 


“And you don’t want them to know.” Haylie interrupted and watched as Morgan just 
deflated. 


“Why?” She asked though they both knew she already knew why. 


“Because- Because... fuck-”’ He swore and swiped at his face. He hated this part. He hated 
having to say it, to put the words out there into the world... but it was getting easier. It was 
getting easier for him to talk about, to give his anxiety a voice and letting his fears be known. 
“... because I don’t want them to think /ess of me.” 


“And has anything they’ve ever done given you a reason to think they will? That-” And she 
paused to look at her notes, “-the high school counselor with a fully trained therapy dog and 
the sociology professor who told you about his difficult relationship with his own parents, 
would judge you because you left home for your own safety when you were a minor?” 


Morgan just squirmed and sniffled. “‘... no. They haven’t- which means this is all just in my 
head-” 


“Which means,” Haylie interrupted, voice firm, “You are try to break a cycle of emotional 
neglect that forced you to become self-reliant and made you believe that people will only 
show or give you attention, affection, and support if they deem you ‘good’ or ‘perfect’.” But 
her tone softened as she went on, “And that this is a difficult cycle you are trying escape 
from, one that will take time and strength and enough ‘wrenches’ for you to deal with. So 
you need to be gentle with yourself.” 


Morgan couldn’t help but snort at her use of ‘wrenches’ instead of ‘spoons’ for this particular 
metaphor, even if it was watery. “... I- I’m just... afraid.” 


“IT know... But it’s easier to handle those fears if you talk about them, instead of just 
pretending they aren’t real... So why didn’t you tell them?” She asked again. 


“Because I’m afraid they won’t... stay 1f they know.” He replied, eyes down and he swiped at 
them again. 


“Okay... How about I pencil in a check-in about this in November?” She suggested. 


“Can- can we push it off until next year?” Morgan asked, hesitantly, “I- I just... with the heist 
and Peony’s wedding and the holidays, I- I just don’t know if I’Il be able to- to handle talking 
with them any time soon...” 


“Okay, how about next February then?” She offered instead. Happy to finally hear Morgan 
picking the time frame this time, happy to hear him setting boundaries with her. It was a huge 


step, but she didn’t want to call attention to it just now and make him self-conscious. 


“Yeah sure, that works.” Morgan answered and grabbed a tissue while she wrote. “You know 
one of these times I’m gonna be able to go a whole month without crying during one of our 
sessions.” He muttered before blowing his nose. 


“Only if I’m not doing my job~” She teased and was awarded with a quick smile and a flash 
of dimples from her client. God he was just the cutest sometimes. 


“T guess that’s fair.”” He snorted and tossed the tissue to the side. 


“Now, did you want to talk about the journaling homework that I know you detest, or was 
there anything else that happened recently that you would rather talk through with me?” She 
asked. She was still working on a better way for Morgan to practice positive affirmations that 
didn’t involve journaling, since she knew he didn’t like it and would often forget. But until 
then it made for a nice tool to get Morgan to tell her about some of the things he was 
struggling with on a day to day basis. 


It was still very hard for him to ask for help, but ‘talking through’ problems appeared to be 
easier for him. It made it feel more like a discussion and not like he was being forced to bare 
his wounds to the world. He seemed to have the phrase ‘show no weakness’ burned into his 
psyche and she was doing everything she could to help him learn how to accept help. And ask 
for it. 


Morgan managed not to frown as he tried to remember where his affirmation journal even 
was ? ... and he was coming up blank. Shit. Okay, so what the hell happened last week? 


Alex murdered Queenclasp and I’m glad he did? Nope... I dont want to try and unpack all of 
that today. 


Uh... I went to the farm and spent time with Alex's parents? Which I already mentioned... 


I almost kissed Al-? -ABSOLUTELY NOT. NOPE. NOT THAT ONE. 


But now it was the only thing he could think of! The fireflies and the summer heat, just after 
dusk with his hair just a little tousled- Fuck- Fuck! 


So he glanced away from the screen and looked around trying to come with anything else to 
talk about besides that. His gaze fell onto his calendar in his office. He’d only remember to 
change it to August last week when he’d been in here cleaning up so he could have his 
therapy sessions at his hideout instead of in his apartment. It wasn’t that he didn’t want Alex 
to over hear them he just... didn’t want anyone to, at least not yet anyways . But as he 
scanned the ‘St. Bernard puppy of the month’ calendar, one of his crew had found it and just 
about pissed themselves they were laughing so hard when the gave it to him, he noticed what 
day was coming up. 


August 20th. 


It was right around the corner. 


I guess that will do... 


“Uh... I guess, it’s not something that happened but that will happen...” Morgan answered 
cryptically as he glanced back at Dr. Haylie. She was giving him a weird look so he just went 
on. “It’s, uh, the anniversary for when I ran- left home... on Saturday. 11 years to the day...” 
Dr. Haylie had suggested he start referring to his departure as /eaving home rather than 
running away. It would help strip away some of the negative connotations to his actions, ones 
he had taken to protect himself. 


“T see...” And she made a note before sitting back, playing with her hot pink gel pen a little. 
“Ts that a day you... celebrate? Or hold a sort of vigil?” She asked, trying to gauge his 
reaction. 


“Definitely not a vigil.” He scoffed and mirrored her leaned back position, but he crossed his 
arms again instead. “But I... I don’t really celebrate it either.” 


“What do you do then?” 


“Get shit faced mostly...””» Morgan muttered. “I... I didn’t mean for it to become like a- a 
tradition or anything. I just... I still remember why I picked that day specifically, so every 
year when it comes around I would just... remember it all over again. And once I started 
convincing people to let me have alcohol I pretty much just got black out drunk.” 


“T’m going ta say, as your therapist, you probably shouldn’t keep doing that, cupcake.” 


“IT know- I know.” He laughed, and waved down her concern. “Actually, I didn’t last year... 
I’d meant to- or figured I would but I’d just gotten out of the hospital and Alex was really 
serious about me not mixing my meds with alcohol so I just... sorta skipped the 10 year 
anniversary... I think I mostly just slept all day.” 


“Ts that what you want to do this year? Just rest?” She asked, making notes while they spoke. 
She was jotting down the questions she wanted to circle back to if not in this session then in 
another. 


“T dunno... I hadn’t really been thinking about it all that much. I- I have had so much other 
shit going on this just... slipped my mind.” And he frowned a little, not sure if that was a 
good thing or a bad thing. 


“Do you usually think about the events and what happened every year leading up to the 20th? 
Or is it just a some of the time thing?” 


“T guess... It’s just a some of the time thing. It sort of would just creep up on me and then 
linger... Like a- a cold or a tooth ache. I just- I would just feel it with me for the weeks 
leading up and then on the day of I’d drink until I couldn’t feel- well, anything really.” 
Morgan tried to explain. 


“And why do you think that is? That it would be a lingering pain?” 


“Tt... It was all the back to school stuff usually. Like I would start to see the signs and the 
deals and the posters all over the place, telling kids and parents that school was starting back 


up soon. That was why I had left. It- it was the Saturday before the first day of school. I knew 
that if I stayed for my junior year it’d be so much harder to go.” Morgan answers on a sigh 
and Dr. Haylie made that gentle go on gesture she would often use when she wanted Morgan 
to tell her the whole story. 


So he did. “I’d see my school friends again, I- I didn’t really get to hangout with them over 
the summer because of ‘training’ and ‘hero work’. They’d ask me to hangout but I’d tell 
them I couldn’t because I had a summer job, which was only sort of a lie... But-” And he 
shook his head clearing that tangent from his thoughts. “But I knew I would lose another 8 
hours of my day during the school year, plus all my extracurriculars. I’d have even less time 
to myself and- and Strider would have his posse back and- and the bullying would ramp up 
again. It- it was just easier to go before school started. I actually... I took the backpack my 
parents had just bought me for the new school year with me. I’d... picked it out because I 
thought it could fit most of the clothes I wanted to take in it...” He admitted, fingers digging 
into his flannel’s sleeves. 


He was studying his keyboard rather than looking up at her. He found it so much easier to not 
see the other person’s expression when he said stuff like that. To not know what they were 
thinking when he confessed to just how well thought out his... departure was. He really really 
didn’t want to get caught. 


Because if I got caught I was as good as dead... there wouldn t be a second chance, ever. 


“That was smart.” Dr. Haylie hummed gently. This was always the toughest part for Morgan, 
being open with how badly he had needed to leave. It was a kind of shame he still had from 
when he was 15, that if maybe he had just done something different- had just toughed it out 
another month- another week- another day, it could have all been different. It was the regret 
of a child who never got to be one. And it just broke her damned heart. “It was smart to use 
the resource you had to make the most of your departure.” 


But when he didn’t look up, she sat up a little. Time to change gears. “You left to protect 
yourself, Morgan.” She repeated and he knew enough about her techniques to know he 
should say it back. 


“T left to protect myself...” 


“You left because you were unsafe.” 


“T- I left because I was unsafe.” He echoed again as more tears started to escape. Dr. Haylie 
didn’t always have him run through these affirmation every session but when she did he 
knew he was going to want a nap afterwards. 


“You left because it was your only option, not because you were trying to hurt the people you 
loved.” And she waited for him to say it back. 


“T- I left because it was- was my only option... not b-because I was trying to hurt... the 
people I loved.” He hiccuped and swiped at his face with his sleeve. He was starting to 
breathe too quickly, he could tell because his nose was getting all tingly and his lungs burned. 


“You are enough.” 


“T- I- 1am enough-” He sobbed quietly and Dr. Haylie wished that they could have in person 
sessions, now more than ever. She wished she could reach through the screen and offer him a 
hug or a tissue. That she could provide that physical reassurance she knew to be so important 
to Morgan’s recovery. But she couldn’t... so she did what she could do. 


“Remember, Morgan, sugar... little circles. I know it’s so much easier to just bunch up your 
flannel in you fingers, but relax your hands and just rub small little circles against your arm. 
Think about how the fabric feels underneath your hands. About how the chair feels 
underneath you and whether you can feel those little seams in your socks.” She said in a 
gentle tone. Physical touch was his primary grounder, so she wanted to give him as many 
physically cues as she could. “And take big slow breaths with me, okay? In... And out...” 


And Morgan did what she said, he loosed his grip on his sleeves. It took effort, more effort 
than he wanted to put in just now but he knew she was right. He knew that this would help. 
He’d done it enough times to have several lifetime worth of proof. So he let go... and he 
rubbed his biceps in slow circles as he took careful deep breaths. He could still feel the tears 
wet on his face, could still feel the ache- the damned burn in his heart and lungs, but he knew 
it would fade... So he just breathed. And he thought about what else he could feel. He felt the 
seams of his jeans where they pressed against his legs, and how this t-shirt had its tag on the 
side near his left hip... and that he could in fact feel the toe seam of his socks. 


And it helped. 


Finally, something actually helped him deal with moments like this. 


When he was calm enough- when the burn had faded away he opened his eyes and reached 
for a tissue. “... thanks.” He mumbled through his stuffy nose. He basically said it every time 
he sobbed like this. 


“Of course, cupcake. That’s why they pay me the big bucks.” She laughed, just like she 
would every time. 


Ah blessed consistency... Morgan thought as he noisily blew his nose. “... So,” He managed 
after a beat, “Thoughts?” 


And Haylie snorted, “Aren’t I supposed to be asking you that?” But she adjusted her glasses a 
little a picked up her notes, making a show of straightening them. “But now that you mention 
it, yes. I have several.” And she grinned when she heard Morgan laugh. He was able to laugh 
so much sooner now after little crying jags like that. It was good, it meant he was able to 
return to back up to his equilibrium faster now, and that was progress- substantial progress, 
actually. 


“Namely... I think you should change the meaning of this anniversary.” 


“Change how...?” 


“You should pick an accomplishment, or achievement, or a new talent and make August 20th 
about celebrating that. It should be a day that you remember not because you /eft somewhere, 
but because you chose something new. It wasn’t easier or kinder, it wasn’t something that 
fixed your problems and it came with its own new set of hardships... But it was very much 
the first real choice you made for yourself. And I think that is worth celebrating... but not by 
getting blackout drunk.” 


“Yeah, no. I sorta figured that part...” But he trailed off, still very unsure as to what he should 
do, instead. “... But- but like what sort of accomplishment?” 


“T don’t really know.” She answered honestly. ““That’s more something you’ ll have to decide 
on your own. Maybe you can make it ‘Henchmen Appreciation Day’?” She chuckled, “Take 
your crew out for dinner of something.” 


“Ha- that’s already a day.” Morgan snorted as he dried his face, “May 28th. It’s National 
Henchpersons Day. I make cookies.” 


“Hee~ Of course you do... Well, still something along those lines. I think it will be helpful 
for your overall mindset this time of year if you aren’t triggered by ‘back to school’ style 
advertisements into thinking about what went wrong to get you here, but instead celebrate the 
things you have accomplished since then. Just a sort of positive re-framing.” She explained 
and smiled when she saw Morgan nodding along. 


“You still have most of this week to think on it, but don’t hesitate to talk with your friends 
and loved ones about what they think might be worth celebrating, okay?” 


“Okay, I will... thanks.” And Morgan smiled at her, despite his red rimmed eyes. He was 
starting to feel better which was good, but it also meant he was going to crash afterwards. But 
that was fine, it was why he had a bed in his office/sleeping quarters... Mostly so he could 
take naps after several long days of building, but still, it would work just fine for a post 
therapy nap too. 


“Good...” And then Dr. Haylie glanced at her computer’s clock. “Well, we don’t have much 
time left for today, but I think we really covered some good points. And we can revisit some 
of this next week to see how you feel after you’ve had a little more time to process them.” 


“Sounds good to me, Doc.” 


“Excellent. Then I will talk to you next week.” And she started to move her mouse around as 
Morgan did the same, ready to end the call, but she paused. “Oh, and Morgan?” 


“Yeah?” 


“Find your affirmation journal.” 


“Ah... right.” He muttered sheepishly. “TI will... Bye, Doctor Haylie.” 


“Bye, cupcake~” She laughed and ended the call. 


Morgan blew out a slow breath and slumped back in his chair, letting his crossed legs fall to 
the floor. Who knew talking about your feelings was so exhausting? He mused tiredly, but 
knew he was being reductive. Therapy was so much more than just talking about your 
feelings, it was also about unpacking trauma which often meant re-feeling all the feelings 
surrounding the trauma so you could work through them properly... It wasn’t an easy task 
and anyone who thought otherwise... should probably be in therapy. 


With a snort Morgan scrubbed at his face before pushing to his feet. He took two steps to the 
left and promptly just flopped over onto his bed. He could think more about all of this stuff 
several hours from now... right now, he wanted nothing more than to just... Rest. 


So what if he fell asleep thinking about fireflies? 


That didn’t matter at all... 


Nope, not one bit. 


Three days had come and gone and Morgan still hadn’t come up with suitable idea to replace 
this Saturday tradition of drunken misery. Honestly it was really started to irk him that he 
couldn’t come up with one- one , idea that would worked and that he liked. It was frustrated 
the hell out of him that he couldn’t think of an accomplishment or achievement that he 
wanted to celebrate instead. 


The Emerald City museum heist had gone perfectly except for the Strider showing up, but... 
it wasn’t the grand finale for this series of heists. No, that was the Kensington Palace job and 
him claiming the prized Fifa tiara, but he wasn’t even leaving for London until mid 
September, so that was out. 


Dealing with Queenclasp, although that had been quite the scheme on his part, wasn’t 
really... anniversary worthy. She’d tried to kill him and he ruined her life out of revenge and 
to make an example out of her. But he hadn’t done that alone, if it weren’t for his crew he’d 
have never been able to pull it off, so that was out too. 


Even just making it a day where he celebrated the year’s accomplishments didn’t feel right. It 
would just be this- this self-congratulatory thanksgiving kind of thing but... Well he wasn’t 
Alex , so that didn’t really sit well with him either. 


Actually, Alex had been rather fond of that idea and Morgan had practically heard Alex’s 
gears turning while he tried to figure out how to make an actual holiday to celebrate himself 
when Morgan had first mentioned the idea to the self-absorbed arrogant S-tier villain. But 
despite that and Morgan making a mental note to inflict few more puzzles on Alex to deflate 
his ego, his friend had mostly been genuinely trying to help. Including his heartfelt 
suggestion that Morgan let Alex kill Strider on the 20th. 


“Think about it Morgan~ You could celebrate the death of one of the biggest contributors to 
why you felt the need to leave home in the first place~ Come on, it’ll be fuunnnn!” He half 
purred and half pleaded. 


Morgan had shot him down by just thwapping Alex in the face with a pillow. But Alex had 
also suggested Morgan celebrate learning how to freerun... which was a better idea than 
homicide but... that had been back in March. It was the right sort of idea though. He liked the 
idea of changing the day when he had had to make one of the hardest decisions of his life into 
a day where he showed how far he’d come. He wanted to do something on the 20th that he'd 
have never been able to do had he stayed at home in an environment that was trying to pull 


him apart. It wasn’t like living on the street had been an improvement but... It had been his 
choice. He had done that for himself. Dr Haylie had been right, it really had been the first 
time he had done something for himself and he sort of wanted to keep that theme. 


So it shouldn’t have surprised him that his new idea came to him while he was making a 
decision for himself... it just happened to be the decision to be lazy. 


It was edging close to three in the morning and Morgan hadn’t been able to sleep, so he’d 
begrudgingly gotten up and decided to just tinker for a little while just to see if some basic 
drone maintenance might help calm his racing thoughts enough so he could catch a least a 
few hours. He had his headphones on and was sitting at the dinning room table, one foot 
tucked up underneath his other leg as he pulled once of his collector drones apart. He had 
whole fleet of the little buggers that he would send out right after a major battle to go salvage 
broken tech. They were only really effective if the well-established tech based heroes or 
villains had been involved in the fight because the rich bastards were always just so careless 
with the invaluable components and materials they left behind as ‘debris’. Just a few plates 
from Titanium Guy’s suit could fetch a pretty penny after they’d been melted down into a 
usable alloy. 


But one of those fights hadn’t happened in a while so it was as good of a time as any to do 
some maintenance on his collectors. He was just about to finish taking apart Coyote, Condor 
and Vulture both sat gutted in front of him, when his hand slipped and he fumbled his catch, 
dropping his screwdriver in the process. It landed on the floor with a soft clatter but the small 
electronics screwdriver didn’t roll far. No it was just under his chair on his left side. But it 
was on the floor. And he would have to bend down and get it. Which would mean untucking 
his leg and then leaning over and fumbling around trying to get it without falling out of his 
chair. 


It was just too damned much work. 


So instead of doing all of that... he just focused on the floor just underneath the screwdriver 
and- A small black void opened on the floor and the screwdriver went tumbling into its 
depths, before the pocket closed soundlessly. Then Morgan flicked his fingers and opened 
back up one of his more usual pockets to fetch the screwdriver out from the basket it had 
tumbled into. And tada~ No having to bend over and flail around. “...think smarter, not 
harder.” Morgan chuckled to himself as he got back to work. 


He took out four more screws before it clicked. 


Something I’d have never been able to do had I stayed at home... 


Like using my powers right... 


Fuck like using my powers at all . 


But... he still didn’t actually Anow everything about his powers. 


Yes, he had learned so much about his powers while he’d been living on the streets or by 
himself in his very first apartment. He had taught himself how to consistently open up 
pockets and how to control their orientation. He’d learned all of that by himself... because he 
had to. Because being forced to use his powers over and over again had made it so hard to 
even just use it at all. Because being pushed to his limits over and over had made just the 
thought of using his powers nauseating. Like years of negative reinforcement that he’d had to 
unlearn before he could even start trying to use them in a way that actually made sense to 
him... But he wasn’t- he still had never tried explore them. Had never tried to push himself 
after that, once he found something that worked- something that would let him be a low tier 
villain he had stopped. He had made no effort to let them grow in the last 11 years. 


He had been afraid to, plain and simple. 


It had scared the hell out of him- scared him to know what else he could do and what that 
would mean. Scared to know what his actual limits were... Because... what if he had been 
good enough to be a hero? What if his powers had been useful this whole time? 


What if I could have been an Amazing? 


And that one question had terrified him. It had left him sick to his stomach, because it meant 
that if he had just stayed- had just stuck it out a little longer than he could have- have- 


“... have been who they wanted me to be.” Morgan murmured aloud, his drones laying 
forgotten in front of him. 


But he didn’t want to be an Amazing. Not anymore. Not now. He /oved being Carmine and a 
villain and robbing convenience stores for shits and giggles. He loved hiking through jungles 
or up mountains to reach ancient artifacts. He loved building gadgets and drones. He loved 
his crew- he loved the family bonds and comradery he had built with them. He loved coming 
up with more and more convoluted puzzles and traps just to watch Barnaby take them apart. 
He loved his life. 


He loved who he was. 


He loved who he had chosen to be. 


Alex had been right... I really did chose to be me- Am still choosing to... 


“your labels do not define me...” He whispered softly into the quiet apartment as his 
fingers rubbed at his hip where those words lay hidden under his clothes. He knew that had 
always been true- that he had always wanted it to be true... Well now it can be. 


Morgan pushed away from the table, project and late hour forgotten as he headed for Alex’s 
door. He had planned to just open it, to barge right in- except he couldn’t, the door was 
locked. Frowning Morgan flicked his fingers and opened up a pocket so he could snatch out 
his lockpicks. The half assed door lock popped right open after less than a second of fiddling 
and Morgan pushed on in. 


“Alex- Alex, wake up. I have a question.” Morgan demand, none too quietly, as light poured 
in from the chandelier Morgan had left on over the kitchen table. 


Alex however just groaned loudly and rolled over, taking his pillow with him. 


This? This was not something he missed about have a roommate... 


Alex had heard Morgan get up over an hour ago and had been trying to go back to sleep ever 
since. Key word on try . But between his friend’s music and the irregular clattering of 
whatever the fuck he was working on, Alex’s super hearing had been keeping him up. And 
now-! Now his insane roommate had just picked the damned lock on his door and walked 
right in without so much as knock. 


... yeah no... I really didn t fucking miss this... 


““Alex- Aleeeeex.” Morgan whined and stepped over ready to shake his friend’s arm. 


“touch me and I will dissolve your fucking hand.” Alex growled from underneath the 
pillow, as he glared out at his infuriating insomniac friend. 


“Oh good you’re awake~” Morgan replied as if he hadn’t just woken Alex up. Alex hurled 
his pillow at Morgan with a speed the D-tier villain had no hope to avoid. It smacked him 
square in the chest and if it had been made out of something that wasn t fluff and cotton, it 
probably would have knocked him on his ass. Instead Morgan just staggered back and 
giggled while he caught the thrown projectile. 


“It's 4 in the morning. What the fuck do you want, Morgan? ” Hissed the S-tier villain as he 
sat up, yellow slitted eyes flashing dangerously. 


“T was wondering if you could... provide... guidance on what else I can do with my power?” 
Morgan asked, eyes narrowing slightly as he choose his words carefully. 


Well, that sure as hell wasn’t what Alex thought he was going to ask... “...Uh... what?” 


“Yeah, can you like explain what else I might be able to do with my power. Not teach- You 
wouldn’t be teaching me how to use it, just... giving me pointers.” Morgan explained as he 
fiddled with the pillow in his arms. 


“Giving you pointers?” Alex repeated, definitely not following along. 


“Yeah.” Morgan nodded, not elaborating further. 


“T... The fuck- Yes, Morgan. Of course I fucking can-! I’m me.” Alex half snarled before he 
rubbed a hand over his face. “Jesus christ...” 


“No, I know you can . But will you?” Morgan asked rolling his eyes. 


“Right now???” Alex demanded, as his eye started twitching. 


“Pfft, no. On Saturday.” The D-tier villain snorted, tone heavily implying an ‘obviously’ at 
the end of that statement. 


“T... yes?” Alex finally managed not sure what the hell was happening any more. And then 
Morgan practically beamed at him and tossed the pillow back. Alex caught it one handed and 
just stared at his friend utterly bewildered. 


“Great, thanks.” Morgan hummed and turned on his heels heading back toward the door. 
“Night, Alex.” 


“That’s- that’s it?” 


“Yup.” 


“T-er- You- Oh I fucking hate you-”” Alex spluttered as his annoyance boiled over. He was 
living with a god-damned lunatic. A nocturnal, hyperactive, lunatic! 


“Ha! No you don’t~” Morgan all but sang as he hurriedly closed the door behind him. He 
heard the pillow hit the door with an alarming ‘thump’, indicating its accelerated velocity, at 
the same time he heard Alex’s muffled growl. 


God, Morgan missed having a roommate~ 


Alex had meant to get Morgan back for waking him up in the middle of the goddamned 
night. He had planned to wake Morgan up at 7am on Saturday, so they could start their ‘not 
training’ bright an early... And then Morgan threw a hunting knife at him. It sank to the hilt 
into the wall right next to his head as the D-tier villain snarled at him before flopping back 
down and tugging the sheets back over his head. 


So... there went that plan. 


Morgan didn’t actually roll out of bed until closer to noon but it wasn’t until 2 before they 
made it out ot the warehouse. This was one of the abandoned ones on the outskirts of town, 
Morgan had bought it years ago but had done little to fix it up except install a hidden security 
system. He wanted people to think the place still abandoned, he even left up the for sale 
signs, because then people would leave it alone. It was the perfect place for him to work on 
big projects, like cars mods or statue forgeries. But that also made it the perfect place for 
them to do something like this. 


Alex finished drawing the largest circle he could manage inside the building before landing 
next to Morgan, who was just sipping from his travel mug, brows still furrowed with 
apprehension. “There.” 


“hmmm... and you’re sure no one will be able to see in here? Like not even with other 
magic?” Morgan questioned again. 


Alex rolled his eyes. “Yes, Morgan. I, the S-tier villain and the most powerful person on the 
planet, am sure I know how not to be spied on.” And he snapped, triggering the sanctuary 
spell and effectively removing them from rest of the observable universe. Time would still 


flow in here but they weren’t actually on earth any more... technically... sorta. Magic was 
weird. But it got the job done. 


“Okay- okay... I was just checking.” He muttered before taking another sip of his coffee. 
“I’m still not super keen on anyone finding out how my power actually works.” 
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“T mean... Same.” Alex replied with a shrug. “But we’re about as hidden as we can get...’ 
And then he just glanced down at Morgan and crossed his arms, waiting. Morgan took 
another sip of his coffee and Alex shifted from foot to foot in the silence that followed. 
Finally Alex just rolled his eyes again, “...Soo00? What do you want to learn first?” 


Morgan just sort of shrugged. “Uh... I don’t really know...” But Alex just leveled a look at 
him, brow raised. “What? I don’t!” 


“But this was your idea!?” Alex demanded in exasperation. “And I’m not supposed to be 
teaching you, right?” 


“T- No. But- I don’t know what I don’t know! I don’t know what else I can do with my 
power.” Morgan retorted, hands waving a little with nervous energy. 


“Okay, so let’s start there. What can you do already?” Alex questioned and fought the urge to 
drag a hand over his face. 


“Uh... can make pockets?” But it came out more like a question and then Alex did face 
palm, groaning as he did so. Embarrassed Morgan went on, “ Look! I’m not used to talking 
about my powers! I- I don’t know how to explain it!” 


“ Try.” Alex muttered as he glowered down at his friend. 


Morgan just flapped his free hand around a bit and tried to come up with the right words. “I- 
It’s... 1 can make pockets- but they’re really more like portals into the one big pocket 
dimension. I just call them pockets to help keep my cover story. But I really only can make 4 


of them at any one time, if I try to open another one it just closes the one I opened first. And- 
and I can pick the orientation, like it doesn’t just have to be vertical. I can open up portals 
horizontally to like have stuff fall through or reach down from above to grab an item, but I 
don’t do that on jobs.” 


“Because cover story?” 


“Right... I’m only supposed to have like four little ‘pockets’ and they can only open up right 
around my like torso area.” Morgan explained, gesturing to the general vicinity where he 
usually opened up pockets. 


“But you can open them up anywhere around you?” Alex prompted, he’d seen Morgan do 
that before, but he’d never really thought about it being out of the norm for his friend. He 
knew Morgan purposefully fumbled around with his own power on jobs or in front of other 
people, but he just never knew to the actual extent Morgan hid is real capabilities. 


“Sorta... Anywhere within 1 meter of me. But like from where I’m standing, not like from 
the end of my arm all the way stretched out, you know? Think like... A 1m radius bubble 
centered around me.” Morgan gestured with both hands trying to make it clearer. “And I can 
make them bigger, like with the doorway but it’s harder. The normal portals I make are like 
the standard size and anything smaller than 20cm I can open easily but the bigger it gets the 
hard it is. The doorway is basically as big as I can go.” 


“Okay...” Alex nodded along, thinking. For the most part it seemed like Morgan had the jist 
of how to open his portals down. “One question though... Why meters?” 


“What?” 


“Why do you keep describing things in meters?” Alex asked curiously. 


“Because my power uses metric.” Morgan replied with a shrugged. “Everything is in meters. 
The size of the portals are always to the nearest centimeter and the dimensions of the pocket 
is in meters.” 


“But why?” 


“T have no idea. Maybe the universe just likes metric more?” Morgan shrugged again, and 
took another sip of his coffee. “Trust me, it wasn’t by choice. I had to memorize the metric to 
imperial conversions when I was in high school so I could figure out how big stuff was. Now 
it’s just automatic.” 


“That... feels arbitrary...”” Alex muttered, “But whatever. So you can open portals however 
you want, but how quickly can you open them?” 


“Oh, instantly.” And with a flick of his fingers all four popped open right in front of him. 
Each one a perfect black circle just floating in space time. “And they move with me.” And 
Morgan took a few steps back and the black disks slide along as he moved, staying the same 
distance away from him. “The tricky part is opening them in weird orientations and in not 
like in this general area.” And he gestured to where they were certainly floating. “Anything 
bigger than this will take me more time, but that really just depends on like... how tired I 
am? Not like how much I’ve used my power, but that does make me tired, but just like tired 
in general, you know?” 


“Yeah, no that makes sense. You’re just hitting your rebound limit.” Alex hummed 
absentmindedly as he thought about what else this power could do. Mostly the 
improvements, as he saw it, would come from how Morgan pulled stuff out of the pocket and 
the actual size of the pocket itself. 


“My what now?” Morgan asked, brows raised. He’d never heard that phrase before, but the 
way Alex said it made it sound like it should be common knowledge. 


“You're rebound limit.” Alex repeated, still lost in thought, fingers tapping on his chin. 


“Which is???” Morgan demand, and made a go on gesture. 


Morgan’s tone pulled Alex out of his thoughts and he glanced back down at his friend, 


blinking at his look of confusion. “A rebound limit? You don’t know what a rebound limit 
is?” 


“Nooooo. Or I wouldn’t be asking.” 


“Tt’s- It’s how much- much energy basically one person can hold. Like a battery. But not just 
for like powers, but for like using your muscle and breathing and stuff. A rebound limit is the 
danger zone, it’s when you’ve depleted too much energy and going any further will kill you.” 
Alex explained, still staring at Morgan incredulously. Like yeah he went to a hero high 
school, but Morgan’s whole family were heroes they absolutely had to know about this too... 
right? It was like powers 101 stuff. 


“What happens... when you hit it? Like does it just make you tired?” Morgan asked 
cautiously, not entirely sure he wanted to know the answer to this as something like dread 
settled in the pit of his stomach. 


“T mean yeah... It can make you blackout but that’s like only in extreme cases. Usually itll 
start by just making you throw up or whatever. Headaches, nausea, dizziness are all 
symptoms you get on top of the fatigue- Do you really not know what a rebound limit is?” 
Alex asked again, interrupting his own explanation. But Morgan had that look on his face 
again, the bland one. The bland, usually bad, one that meant he’d thought of something and it 
wasn’t good. And Alex could feel a kind of uneasiness start to settle in his belly, Morgan’s 
uneasiness. 


“.. [guess... I sort of do. I just didn’t know that was what it was called... That it had a 
name.” Morgan muttered after a second, as memory after memory flicked by. Each one of his 
training sessions, each time he had been pushed too hard too fast and it resulted in him 
throwing up or passing out. At some point he had just stopped eating before going to train 
because then at least he would only dry heave. “Is... this like something you can- can 
expand? Like train to make your battery bigger?” Morgan asked, but when he caught the look 
on Alex’s face he already knew the answer. 


“No... No you can’t. It- it gets bigger as you grow up but once you’re an adult that’s it. It 
really is like a battery. Once it’s made you can’t increase its capacity.” And he just watched as 
Morgan nodded slowly before taking another sip of his coffee, but he had the travel mug in a 
white knuckled grip. “Morgan-” 


But the D-tier villain just shook his head. “It’s fine. I just... didn’t know is all. I’m- I’m glad 
I know now though. Thanks...” But Alex was still just watching him, concern pulling at the 
comers of his mouth. “So- I take it you’re battery is infinite, then?” Morgan asked, clearly 
changing the subject. 


“Uh... No, actually. It’s really really big, but I’ve hit my rebound limit before- well I 
purposefully tried to hit my rebound limit before. Mostly I just wanted to know where it was, 
or if I had one.” Alex explained, letting this go... for now. “But even then it doesn’t really 
effect me.” 


“Why not?” 


“Because I can just generate more energy.” Alex replied nonchalantly. 


“Seriously?” 


“Yeah, like I can photosynthesize or just like turn on a power that absorbs kinetic energy or 
some shit like that.” Alex shrugged, “But like nothing the heroes have ever done has really 
made me reach that point. Basically all I have to do is just eat and sleep normally and I can 
keep up with them for days.” 


“Uh-huh, right.” Morgan snorted and took another sip of his coffee, amused by Alex’s ploy. 


“Uh-huh right’, what?” Alex questioned and gave his friend a pointed look. 


Morgan just blinked at Alex’s response. “I mean... I know I need to take better care of 
myself, you don’t need to try and trick me into it...” He replied but his words trailed off at 
the end as Alex’s look of annoyance grew. 


“T’m not. And you do.” Alex answered with a scowl. “That is the actual way to build back up 
your energy pool. I wasn’t kidding about it all being the same energy like you would use for 
breathing and walking around and shit. You need to eat and sleep regularly or you’Il never be 
at 100%.” 


Morgan just stared up at Alex for a second, and his friend only glowered back. He wasn’t 
kidding, he seriously meant that. ...oh... oh fuck... Morgan swallowed hard as more things 
about his teenage years started to make sense. “...oh.” 


“Yeah, oh.” Alex snorted. ““You know there was a reason I always pushed you to take better 
care of yourself, not just because you know? Your own survival depended on it.” Alex sassed, 
rolling his eyes, but Morgan didn’t laugh or sass him back. And that uncomfortably sticky 
feeling was only growing. 


“yup... it sure does...”” Morgan muttered and began to wonder if maybe this whole thing 
was a really bad idea . Because thinking about how he struggled to eat or sleep regularly 
while he was homeless and how those habits had stayed with him and how that lack of 
stability and basic needs probably played a major role in how well he could use his powers, 
probably wasn’t the best mindset for this uh, “not training’ session. 


“-Can- can we just get to the my powers part?” Morgan asked, again clearly trying to change 
the subject as he rubbed at his forehead. 


Alex frowned down at his friend, his arms crossed over his chest and he almost said ‘no’. 
There was clearly a lot more going on here, a lot more to Morgan's questions than he was 
letting on, and it was obviously upsetting him, Alex could feel that much. But more than that, 
Morgan’s apparent lack of basic power’s information was making Alex’s blood boil. This was 
absolutely information his parents should have told him the second his powers manifested. 
Alex’s parents had. They’d sat him down and ran through all the fundamentals with him and 
then he learned them all again in high school. Morgan should have known this and it was 
fucking infuriating that this had been kept from him. 


And it was really starting to leave a bad taste in Alex’s mouth... Morgan had hardly 
mentioned anything about his powers training or his tutoring outside of what he had told 
Alex’s parents. But even that hadn’t been for Alex’s benefit. He had always figured it had 
been rough for Morgan, just based around what he didn t say. That training had been 


exhausting and difficult, and then Morgan had confirmed it had also been abusive. But- But 
just how abusive had it been? 


Does Morgan even know? If- if he didn t know any of the basics for using his powers then- 
then how would he know when to stop? When he was just going to hurt himself? 


And Alex really didn’t think he was going to like the answers to those questions... But it was 
starting to make Morgan’s flat refusal to participate in anything that even remotely looked 
like ‘training’ make a lot of sense... An awful kind of sense. 


But he just shook the thought from his head and sighed. “Fine, fine.” Pushing wasn’t going to 
help, Morgan would tell him when he was ready, so Alex uncrossed his arms and went on, 
“For the most part you seem to have the portal opening part down just fine. So really I think 
you should just try practicing grabbing stuff from anywhere inside your pocket and not just 
from the center of the room.” 


“Ah, right.”” Morgan nodded, and set his mug down on the little stool he’d dragged over to 
serve as a makeshift table. “I’ve tried doing that before but it... made me dizzy...” Morgan 
trailed off, but he just cleared his throat. “And it was always confusing. Trying to retrace my 
steps to where the items should be always just threw me off.” 


“Why?” 


“Because I'd have to try to reorient myself to the ‘doorway’ and then map out how I would 
get to the right shelf or whatever-” Morgan started to explain as he turned back towards his 
friend, but Alex interrupted him. 


“No, not that. Why are you trying to retrace your steps to get to the object in the first place?” 
Alex questioned, one brow raised. He had a hand resting on his hip and gestured with the 
other to emphasis his confusion. 


“Because...?” Morgan replied slowly, as he pushed up the sleeves on his flannel, ““That’s 
how... you’re supposed to do it?” 


“Say who?” Alex scoffed. “They’re your powers, use them in whatever way makes the most 
sense to you. Your brain works differently than mine-” 


“Duh.” Morgan interrupted with a snort. 


“~ And, ” Alex went on, rolling his yellow eyes, “-differently than every other person on the 
planet. No two thought processes are going to be exactly the same, so no two people are 
going to use their powers the same way.” 


“Okay... so what? Should I just think about finding the object differently?” Morgan asked. 


“What thinking? You have a mental map of everything in your pocket, right? You said that 
the last time we talked about your power. So you should just Anow where the stuff is, yeah?” 


“Yeah... but- but they’re at different heights. Like that table I have it’s- I know how tall it is 
so I know about where in the room my pocket should open.” Morgan tried to explain, but 
Alex just snorted. 


“And you don t know how tall each of those shelving units are? Or how high off the ground 
each shelf is? Come on, Morgan. You know the exact dimensions of the apartment-” 


“Yeah but-” 


“-And the hallway and the stairwell and Barnaby’s apartment and the roof and-” 


“Okay-! Okay... I get it.” Morgan interrupted him and scrubbed a hand over his face. But 
Alex was right. Morgan did know the exact dimensions of all those shelving units and the 
exact heights of each self, he’d been the one to install them. So if he didn’t have to imagine 
walking through is pocket to get to an object then... all he had to do was think about it and- 


well, grab it. But he just stood there frowning for several long seconds, trying to figure out a 
new way to navigate his mental map most efficiently. 


Alex however was not willing to wait that long. “Well? Go on? Try it.” 


“Shush. I’m thinking...” Morgan muttered. /t’s a three dimensional space... so something 
with xyz coordinates... Like a claw machine... No... then I have to think about it as a top 
down view... Hmmm... And he tapped his foot as he thought about what other model he could 
use to consistently map the room. He knew Alex was fidgeting around impatient but at least 
he was staying quiet... Finally it came to him and he blurted it out. “Ah! CAD, duh!” God, it 
was so obvious, of course 3D modeling software was the perfect model for this! And with 
that insight he tried to imagine his pocket as a basic model in CAD, with it’s scales and 
coordinates visible along the perimeter of the model. 


Now he just had to pick something to try and grab... he swiped his hand through the air and 
opened a pocket. 


He didn’t do anything fancy, just a standard sized portal in the usual configuration, but when 
he reached in, he felt the spines of a handful of paperbacks. He plucked one out and grinned 
down at his copy of ‘The Eye of the World’ with its broken spine and cracking cover. It had a 
water stain on the bottom corner on the last 50 pages from when he dropped it in a puddle 
and it had creases from were the previous owned had dogeared the pages. But it was the exact 
book he had been thinking of and his pocket had opened up right in front of the old battered 
paperback. 


And Morgan hadn’t so much as swayed while he did it. No deep concentration, no intense 
focus. It was just as easy as opening up a portal normal was. “...holy shit.” And he glanced up 
at Alex a little stunned. “... I did it.” 


Alex who had been a little startled by Morgan’s sudden shout just blinked down at the book 
in Morgan’s hand. “... The Wheel of Time? Seriously? You’re trying out how to use your 
power in a new way and you grabbed The Wheel of Time?” 


“ You can never know everything, and part of what you know is always wrong. Perhaps even 
the most important part. A portion of wisdom lies in knowing that. A portion of courage lies 


in going on anyways.” Morgan quoted with a smirk, before saying, “It seemed fitting given 
the situation.” 


Alex just snorted, “God you’re such a nerd.” But Morgan only grinned up at him, and Alex 
could feel Morgan's stunned sort of glee growing in his heart as Morgan started to laugh. 
Then he damned near cackled, positively radiating a mischievous kind of joy, before he 
shoved the book at Alex. Alex caught it, barely , as Morgan began experimenting with this 
new way to use his abilities. 


He pulled out close to twenty random objects from the depths of his pocket dimension before 
he was done. And Alex did his best to not drop all the random crap Morgan kept handing to 
him. 


“Okay- okay it works.” Alex muttered as Morgan handed him another necklace. “You can 
grab stuff off of the shelves. Try something harder now.” 


“Harder?” Morgan questioned curiously, hand frozen mid gesture to open a new pocket. 


“Yeah. Take something out of something else.” Alex suggested. 


“What?” 


“Like you’re gun cabinet. Or your desk drawers. You don’t have to limit yourself to stuff 
that’s just sitting out in the open. The portal’s can open anywhere.” Alex explained as he 
adjusted his hold on his small treasure trove. 


“Oh.” And Alex was right, he shouldn’t have to just limit himself to shelves. The portals 
could open anywhere in any orientation. So with a thought Morgan flicked his fingers and 
held his hand open. A small void appeared just above it and out fell a green and gold fountain 
pen. It was the one Peony had given him for his birthday, he kept it in his desk drawer on the 
right hand side for easy access when he wanted to handwrite a taunting letter or note. He 
caught it with ease and twirled it around his fingers, his mind racing with possibilities. 


This- this opened so many new opportunities for him! So many new ways he could use his 
powers, sneakily of course, during heists or on wild adventures. And escapes - Holy shit, the 
insane escapes he could try now-! 


It was all so staggering. So overwhelming. 


And so much damned fun! 


He couldn’t remember the last time he’d had this much fun with his power. Well except when 
I accidentally brought Alex into the pocket with me. After he’d gotten over his initial panic 
that might have been on the best post-chase cool-down periods he’d ever had, it had certainly 
felt like the shortest and the least boring anyways. And he had gotten to share this with Alex- 
all of it. It was the first time he’d ever gotten to talk about his powers honestly and Alex got 
it. He understood what Morgan was saying even when Morgan couldn’t use all the right 
words. It was so fucking great! 


And Morgan couldn’t keep his joy to himself. He beamed up at Alex and just blurted out the 
first think that came to mind, “Holy shit, Alex! This is so fucking amazing-!” 


And the regret was instantaneous. 


The second he heard his own words, it felt like his heart had gone still in his chest, paralyzed 
by grief that was quickly over run by bitterness and anger. He tried to back peddle, to gloss 
over his mistake, “ -Cool. It’s really cool.” But it was too late, the words had been said and 
now his stomach was twisting up with guilt and disgust too. 


It wasn’t like he went out of his way to not calling things ‘amazing’, usually it never bothered 
him. It was just a word. It didn’t have to mean anything more... but now? In this context? His 
powers being amazing basically for the first time ever ? It was just a little too much for him 
to handle and he had to keep from grimacing. 


Alex had been about to agree with him, to tell Morgan that it really was, but then he watch 
Morgan freeze. Watched him go perfectly still for a second and it felt like watching a flower 
shrivel up and die right in front of him. Morgan’s joy turned to ash and anger the second the 


word left his mouth. It killed his happy mood almost instantly, like a poison dumped over the 
roots of a plant that had barely started to grow. 


And God and for that alone Alex could have hated them. 


Just for that fact, that mentioning a single word- a single positive happy word, killed his best 
friend’s cheer, he could have killed them. In moments like this it felt like an impossible task 
to just let them keep living- to let Morgan’s parents keep breathing on the same planet as 
their son. Because it was so viciously clear in moments like this that they didn’t fucking 
deserve to . 


“ Morgan-” Alex started to say, trying to help offer him support. But once again his friend 
turned away, rejecting the help. It stung a little as Morgan interrupted him. They had been 
doing so well- so good with supporting each other and now Morgan was just trying to shut 
him out again. 


“Nah, it’s fine. I- I just wasn’t thinking. And now I’m overthinking- ha! Really, it’s fine.” He 
laughed, trying to make himself be happy again. He didn’t want to be pissed or hurt right 
now. He was having a good time, damn it! He was here with Alex doing something he never 
thought he could do and still- still his fucking family was managing to ruin it for him. No- 
No, he wasn’t having it. 


“But we should probably put all this stuff back.” He went on, determined not to address his 
slip up an further. But instead of just opening up a smaller pocket to put the pen back, he held 
his hands out in front of himself and pulled open the doorway sized portal. He watched as the 
tear in space time opened soundlessly and was determined not to let the fatigue he felt show. 
He was finally learning how to do more with his power, he wasn’t going to stop now. 


“Come on.” He laughed and gestured for Alex to follow, not really waiting for him to answer 
before he stepped through the rectangular void. 


“fine is a dirty four letter word that starts with f...”’ Alex muttered darkly to himself before 
following Morgan inside. He waited right near the entrance and blinked into the darkness as 
the pocket closed behind him. A few seconds later the generator hummed to life and the room 
was lit up once more in a familiar way. The floor to ceiling shelving units filled the left side 
of the room and the right was still a mismatched assortment of tables, chairs, and rugs. 


But Alex noticed that everything along the wall behind him was sitting about... well about 3 
centimeters away from the wall. Just like the last time he was here, the gap remained, making 
the room an imperfect cube. To compensate for that, Morgan had had to retake measurements 
of the room to find the exact center again so his ‘pockets table’ could sit right in the middle 
of the room. Well at least he wont have to do that again... Alex grumbled to himself, as he 
tried to find the positive here. And then Morgan stepped past the shelving unit, all smiles 
again, but Alex damn well knew better, Morgan’s bitterness was still fueling his own. 


“Here, let me take some of that stuff.” He chuckled and unburdened Alex from his collection 
of pocket sized oddities, and the pair started putting stuff back. Morgan had explained his 
system to Alex a few times now so he trusted the S-tier villain to be able to find the proper 
home for the stolen goods. 


After a few minutes of quiet shuffling and rummaging Morgan asked, “So... What else? P’ve 
got the grabbing stuff part down, is there anything else I should try?” 


Alex didn’t answer right away, still struggling with his irritation, but he shrugged as he 
pushed the paperback into the gap it had left on Morgan’s literal bookshelf. “Not really. Just 
making the pocket bigger.” 


“Like by pushing on the walls? Like last time?” Morgan asked, glancing up from the desk as 
closed the drawer again. 


“T mean sure you could do it that way. But it’s your power remember. You can just make the 
room bigger if you want to.” 


“Huh... Well I shouldn’t do that with doorway closed.” Morgan mused as he once again 
pulled the open a door way sized portal and light and air flowed in. 


“Why not?” Alex asked as he looked through the rectangle of light back into the warehouse. 
It was interesting that you could see out but not into the pocket dimension. 


“Well there’s no air in here- or there is no new air in here. If I just make this space bigger 
without giving it any way to suck in more air it will instantly depressurize. You might be fine 
but it would definitely kill me.” Morgan laughed, before pausing and looking around. 
“Actually... how much bigger can I make this place?” 


“T have no idea. That’s really user dependent.” Alex answered with a shrug. 


“Oh... huh... Well we may have to like, do a touch of moving first then.” Morgan said a little 
sheepishly. 


“Why?” Alex asked genuinely confused. 


“Well, if I’m about to suck in a bunch of air into here and then push all the walls out, this 
stuff is just gonna get thrown around. And I would really rather not risk breaking or 
damaging 650 million dollars worth of stolen property.” Morgan answered, grinning a bit as 
Alex just stare at him. 


“650 million? ” Alex demanded. It wasn’t like that was a lot of money to him, but holy shit 
that was a lot of money for one thief to have in non-liquid assets. 


“Give or take.” Morgan hummed and wiggled his hand back and forth, still grinning at Alex’s 
incredulous look. 


“Well... fuck. We better not drop anything.” Alex muttered as he started rolling up his 
sleeves. 


“Ha! Yeah... no. Please don’t.” Morgan laughed as he and Alex got to work clearing out 
Morgan’s pocket. 


It took them the better part of an hour to completely clear out the inside of Morgan’s pocket 
dimension. And Alex found himself both shocked and amused to see just how overprepared 
Morgan really was. It was like he was a villainous prepper or something. He had enough food 
and water to survive for over a month, and had a bunch of resources to make shelters, hunt 
for food, and then purify water. He also had quite a few more weapons and firearms than 
Alex thought he did. And he also had a huge supply of fake IDs, international currency, and 
literal gold ingots. 


“What in the actual fuck do you need gold ingots for???” Alex demanded as he set the box 
down on the random ass folding table Morgan had had squirreled away. 


“In case- I run into a- group of people that- don t use paper currency.”’ Morgan grunted as 
he carried out another safe and set it down next to the other four. 


“Where? Mars?” Alex asked, laughing. 


“Try, Brazil. You know in the middle of the Amazon Rainforest.” Morgan replied rolling his 
eyes. 


And then it all made a lot more sense. Morgan wasn’t just a thief he was a treasure hunter 
too. He was a global traveler that went to isolated and exotic locales on the regular with little 
access to other resources except what he had on him. So he had snow gear and climbing 
equipment and scuba tanks and a whole plethora of first aid equipment and antitoxins. Then 
add in all of his actual villain gear, for drones and traps and quick escapes and disguises and 
for thefts- and it was no wonder Morgan had floor to ceiling shelving units. He had a lot of 
situations to be prepared for... 


“God...” Alex muttered as he looked around at all the damned stuff they had managed to 
unpack. It lay sprawling around them, piles of stuff and stacks of tubs and containers, and 
then all the dismantled shelving units. “You’re like a video game character...” 


“Huh?” Morgan asked from where he was just laying on the floor. He had never tried to 
move all of his shit before now and good god he had collected so much crap over the last 11 
years. Now he lay exhausted on the floor, trying to catch his breath a little. 


“You. You’re like a video game character who just has like an inventory full of shit but you 
are never seen holding any of it until you need it.” Alex snorted and summoned two water 
bottles and passed one down to his friend. 


“Thanks...”” And Morgan took it but he didn’t open it. “Huh... I guess I am. I never really 
thought of it that way... Maybe that’s what I should call it?” 


“Call what?” 


“My power. Since the FA doesn’t know I can do this they can’t have named it. So like my 
actual power is just... An Inventory.” Morgan replied before he just started giggling. “Oh my 
god- I love it. I have an inventory- Ha!” He laughed tiredly. 


And it made Alex laugh too. Deep guffawing laughter as a new thought occurred to him. “ 
Jesus-! You’re- you’re an inventory and I’m just a catalog- Ha!’ Alex wheezed. 


“Holy shit!’ Morgan tittered as tears sparkled in his eyes, “You’re right! Oh my god! We’re 
fucking ridiculous!” 


“We really are!” Alex went on still giggling. 


“And together as partners we make a department store-!”” Morgan wheezed, as Alex collapsed 
to the ground next to him, still shaking with laughter as he struggled to breathe. 


They both sat there on the dingy concrete floor in some abandoned warehouse and laughed 
for what felt like ages. They just wheezed and giggled and enjoyed a joke literally no one else 
would ever be able to get, because they were the only two people on the planet who would 
ever have the context. It really was fucking amazing to have friendship like this. 


Eventually Morgan did sit up and he drained his water, squishing the plastic bottle with a 
satisfying crunch. “Oh-kay... I guess it’s time we find out how big my inventory actually is.” 
And he made to stand. 


Alex pushed himself to his feet as well but he was frowning a little, Morgan was obviously 
tired now, and really Alex had no idea how much of a strain this was going to be on him. 
“You sure? We have all day? Like we can just take a break for a little while?” 


“Yeah, man. I’m fine. Besides you can’t tell me you aren’t curious too.” Morgan laughed as 
he wandered over to his generator and several sets of the light strings he'd used to illuminate 
the shelves. He collected both and moved them over to another part of the floor, away from 
the rest of his stuff. 


“T mean, yes, I am. But you’re tired.” Alex hedged a little, not out right mentioning rebound 
limits again. 


“Not anymore than I usually am.” Morgan answered, which was true. He wasn’t more tired 
than he usually was and he could still use his powers just fine like this. 


Alex still wasn’t super happy about the idea but... Morgan was an adult. And he's been using 
his power long enough now to know where his own limits are even if he didnt have a word 
for it. “Okay, if you’re sure.” And he wandered over to stand next to his friend. “What’s all 
that for?” 


“Light.” Morgan answered as he repeated the same gesture Alex had seen him do dozens of 
times now, hands outstretched, palms together, and then he jerked his hands apart and a 
familiar black rectangle opened up in front of them, but this time the portal was facing away 
from Morgan’s stuff. 


A few black spots danced at the peripherals of Morgan’s vision, but he ignored them. They 
were a pretty normal side effect for him most days when he tried to open up the doorway 
sized pocket. He blinked once and they were gone again. “M’kay. After you.” And he stepped 
aside for Alex to enter first. 


Alex ducked inside and this time the room looked very strange. Even though the portal was 
still open behind him it felt as though he was surrounded by nothingness. Just empty void. 
This really is just like the eternity area. He mused and stepped aside as Morgan came through 
as well. He turned on the generator with a flick and it’s hum provided some much needed 


white noise for the soulless darkness all around them. Then with another click the little amber 
lights all lit up, but Morgan just left them in a pile on the floor just to the right of the door. 


“There. Now it’s not pitch black.” And the lights did help, they were bright enough to shine 
to the corners of the not room and gave the empty void more definition. Then Morgan dusted 
his hands off a little as he turned back to Alex, grinning “You ready?” 


“Yup. Let’s see what you can do.” Alex replied, his grin winking out of the darkness, fangs 
and all. His yellow cat’s eyes were glowing with excitement. 


“Okay...” Morgan hummed and took several steps forward, centering himself in the small 
3m by 3m cube. He rolled his shoulders back and tried to think about how it had felt when he 
had accidentally pushed the wall back after his Emerald City heist. It had startled him mostly, 
but Alex had just said, “Are you thinking about moving it?’’ So Morgan thought about moved 
the walls. The thought about moving all of them- about expanding the room. 


He focused deep within himself and- he threw his hands apart, arms stretched wide. 


Several things happened all at once. First a shudder rolled out across the dark inky walls and 
then suddenly they were all just flung backwards all at once as the room rapidly grew in size. 
Second, Morgan had been very right. The second the walls were flung back air was sucked 
into the space quickly . The wind it created whipped around them and pulled at their clothes, 
Alex had to blink and cover his eyes as dust and debris got sucked in with all that air. But as 
quickly as the gale had started it stopped as the room equilibrated with the outside world. 


The problem as Alex saw it was what happened next. 


The rectangular portal flickered for a second before just suddenly vanishing, snuffing out its 
extra light as it did so. “Wha-?” But Alex didn’t even get the whole word out before Morgan 
collapsed. It was like his body was listing off to the side in slow motion, a puppet that had 
just had all its strings cut- except he wasn’t. Alex was just moving faster than Morgan could 
fall. 


He caught hold of his friend just in time to watch his eyes roll back into his head. Leaving 
Alex standing there in this vast silent void... alone... with a small pile of yellow lights the 
only thing illuminating this place... and he was holding his best friend, who very much 
wasn’t ‘fine’ . 


“0h shit. ” 
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“..0h shit.” Alex muttered as he held Morgan close, shaking him a little, but the D-tier 
villain's head just lolled to one side, so Alex stopped and took a slow deep breath. And he 
listened. 


Alex was rewarded by hearing the sound of his friend’s heart beat, it was slow and steady and 
exceptionally comforting. And then after a second he saw his chest expand with breath, so 
Alex relaxed marginally. Morgan was not dead. Not dead was good. Not dead meant that he 
would just wake up in a few minutes and would be miserable, exhausted, and probably have a 
motherfucker of a headache. But he would be not dead, so a win. 


“Come on, you dumb son of bitch...” Alex grunted and he shook his friend again, but still 
nothing. Really this was- was manageable. It wasn’t fine, it was very not fine, but Morgan 
would be in a few days. [fhe eats right and sleeps properly... When he eats right and sleeps 
properly. This was no longer an ‘if’ kind of situation. Morgan had lost his vote on the matter 
since he was fucking unconscious right now-! But despite his momentary terror and relief 
rapidly giving way to irritation, Alex just scooped his friend up properly before laying him 
down gently on the weird cold not floor in the seemingly infinite void around them... and 
waited. 


Alex fucking hated waiting. 


“Morgan... Moooorgan-! Morgan wake up.” Alex repeated and this time when he jostled his 
friend a bit he was treated to the sound of a truly miserable groan. 


Pain. 


That was the first thing Morgan felt when he woke up. His head was killing him. One 
nauseating wave after another crashed through his skull in time to his pounding heart. It was 
hellish... But it also wasn’t an unfamiliar feeling for Morgan. “...ngghhhh... -fuck...”” He 
moaned and tried to lift one leaden arm up to rub at his face, only barely managing it without 
slapping himself. 


“Yeah I bet, you dumb motherfucker.” Alex grumbled as Morgan came too, his eyelids 
fluttered for a second before he finally cracked one eye open and Alex tried not to grimace 
when he noticed it was bloodshot. He had no idea how close Morgan had been to actually 
dying a second ago but... he was willing to bet it his best friend had just cut it very close. 
And that fucking scared him. 


Alex had been standing right there , it wasn’t like Morgan was alone or off doing something 
stupid by himself- No, Alex had been with him. And he had sti// almost died. “I mean thank 
god you’re okay but also, you dumb motherfucker-! ” 


“What... ‘appened?” Morgan slurred and tried to move, only for Alex put a hand on his chest 
and hold him down. 


“ You passed out .” Alex growled as his ire started to bubble over, being pissed was so much 
fucking easier than being afriad. And honesty he had every right to be! It wasn’t like he 
hadn’t tried to make Morgan take breaks- it wasn’t like he hadn’t been trying to check in with 
his friend, but Morgan just kept blowing him off! And now- now he was lying of the floor 
barely conscious when this all could have just been avoided! 


“Oh... shit...” And despite the migraine trying to turn his brain into pudding inside his skull 
he looked around and saw... nothingness and a small pile of blinding LEDs. No portal out 
and no change. “...fuck.” And he just lifted his shaky hand back up to cover his face. 


“Yeah, no shit , Morgan.” Snapped the angry S-tier villain, as he pulled his hand back, certain 
now, that Morgan wasn’t going to try and sit up again. “I mean, what the fuck were you 
thinking? Using your powers when you were so close to your limit? What the fuck?” 


Morgan just moaned quietly and left his hand over his eyes, the lights from all the little LED 
bulbs were like needles being jammed into his brain, so he just didn’t look a them. Truthfully, 
he didn’t really want to look at anything just now as guilt and shame mixed inside his 
stomach, making the nausea significantly worse. 


“.. ‘m sorry... I- I thought I could handle it...” But obviously he couldn’t. Obviously he still 
couldn’t even manage to use his own fucking power right. That much was painfully clear. 
He’d failed to use his powers to do something basic, again . And honestly, that shouldn’t 
even surprise him at this point. He was nothing but a fuck up, and now they were both 
trapped in here until his brain stopped trying to claw its way out of his head through his eye 
sockets long enough for him to try and open a pocket again. “... I- I just need a minute...” 


Alex nearly saw red. 


“A minute?” He snarled as he just glared down at his prone best friend. “ You need a fucking 
minute? Try a day-! Try a goddamned week, Morgan! Before you so much as think about 
trying to use your powers like that again.” It was like Morgan hadn’t even been listening to 
him earlier! 


<”You passed out, again ? What kind of hero are you going to be if you just pass out every 
time you get a little tired in a fight? Villain’s arent gonna give you a minute to catch your 
breath, Morgan. Now get up.”’> 


Morgan knew he wasn’t outside- knew he wasn’t lying face down in the dirt with the sun 
beating down on his back- but he could feel it- he could feel just as well as he could feel the 
oh so familiar humiliation churning in his stomach like bile, as Alex’s cut at him. He felt it 
start to spread- to grow into something sticky and black and nauseating. Felt it start to 
squeeze his heart and strangle his words with tears and self-loathing. Morgan couldn’t believe 


how badly he had fucked up, and in front of Alex of all people. He had no illusions that his 
friend knew he was pretty pathetic when it came to using his powers- but this ? Asking Alex 
to help him and then screwing it up? It was eating away at him from the inside out. 


“T- I’m sorry, really- I- I just need a second and- and I can-” Morgan started, his head was 
killing him- he hurt so badly and was almost too tired to move, but he had to- He needed to. 
He had show- had to prove to Alex that he was fine- That he could do this. That he could do 
at least the bare minimum with his powers like make a fucking portal. So he tried again to sit 


up. 


But Alex caught him easily and once again slapped him back down to the ground with a light 
push on his chest. But this time he left his hand on his best friend just to make sure this self- 
destructive moron stayed fucking put! “-Oh Absolutely Not. No, Morgan! That is so far out of 
the question-” 


“-But I can-” He struggled even though it hurt- even though it was fucking pointless. Tears 
stung at his eyes but he tried blink them away. The last thing he wanted to do now was to cry 
over how helpless he was- Jesus, that would be fucking unbearable- 


“-No-! No, you can’t! You almost died, Morgan-!” Alex had start to interrupt, outraged that 
Morgan was even trying to sit up when he was clearly still in pain, let alone use his powers 
right now. 


And then Morgan’s hand touched Alex’s and the S-tier villain recoiled like he’d been burned. 


It was like someone had dumped ice water into his lungs- like he had been filled to bursting 
with sticky black hatred- Se/f- hatred. It was disgust and humiliation and shame and it was all 
tangled up with the pain and the exhaustion making a disorienting cocktail of self-loathing 
that had Alex flinching away. 


And sure jerking back took the bite out of it- but it didn’t make it go away. He- he hadn’t 
been able to feel it- hadn’t realized that he could feel it while he was still so angry. He had 
been so furious that Morgan had just played the equivalent of russian roulette with his powers 
right in front of him - so pissed that Morgan had ignored him earlier- had blown him off even 
though he had point blank asked about taking a break- about taking a second to rest and 
recover a little, that he hadn’t even realized how upset Morgan was. 


His friend was- was basically so delirious with pain and self-disgust that he hadn’t been 
hearing Alex... And Alex hadn’t been listening to him either. “- fuck- Morgan- Wait-” 


Morgan hadn’t thought he could actually feel worse just now. 


Apparently, he was wrong. 


Alex jerking away from his touch? Yeah... yeah that was worse. 


He felt the sob in his own chest more than heard it as he heart just wooshed in his ears like 
the roaring of waves. Tears dripped down his face and into his hair where he knew they 
would clump in the dirt and leave smears of grim across his skin. It was hot and blinding- 
Except it wasn’t. It was cool and dark and he was shivering- But his face still felt sunburned 
and too warm- And his head was killing him- It was trying to split itself in half, but at least 
he could still breathe. He was panting but not because he was suffocating- he wasn’t hiding in 
a dark cramped pocket praying that he would wake up before he died in here- 


And then someone was touching him- He jerked, tried to move- to pull away but the hand 
was just on his face. It was brushing away the tears and Morgan blinked blearily up at the 
darkness and saw golden slitted eyes, glowing and ominous. And he just let out a shaky 
breath in relief. Because he recognized those eyes. Even if he still couldn’t breathe right, and 
he was shaking and chattering from the wet snow clinging to his skin, he would be okay. His 
head hurt so bad and everything was getting those black spots again, even the parts that 
weren’t the endless darkness... But that was okay. It was fine. 


Because Alex was there. 


So it was fine. 


He just... 


He just need to... 


And Morgan’s eyes rolled back into his head as he fainted again, this time from 
hyperventilating. 


“..fuck.” Alex muttered to no one in particular as Morgan passed out again. 


Once he realized something was wrong he had tried to reassure Morgan- to tell him that he 
wasn’t pissed he hadn’t succeeded, just that he had almost killed himself. Alex had tried to 
get him to focus on his words again, even as Morgan continued to breathe way too rapidly. 
Alex could hear his heart just hammering in his chest, and he jerked away when Alex 
touched his face. But Alex didn’t pull away this time, the raw emotions that hit him weren’t a 
surprise this time. Even the absolute unshakeable mindless panic wasn’t a shock, no he was 
paying enough attention now to realize what was happening. 


Morgan was having a panic attack. 


And Alex had caused it. 


Fucking friend of the year everybody... 


He had thought that he’d finally gotten through to Morgan when he’d been leaning over the 
prone villain. Morgan’s unfocused randomly tracking eyes had met his- it was a moment of 
actually focus- A connection- And then his eyes rolled back in his head and he went limp 
again. 


Alex sat back and dragged his fingers through his hair. Pulling it out wasn’t actually going to 
help but snarling at the top of his lungs did. 


“NNGG-ARRRRHHHH!” His yell echoed around the void nicely and was almost cathartic 
enough to make him feel better... Almost. But when the LEDs dimmed back down to their 
usual brightness he looked back over at his friend to find that he hadn’t so much as stirred. 
Alex just wanted to beat his head against a wall. He couldn’t believe he was this stupid. 


Like seriously!? What made him think that Morgan, who had made it abundantly clear that 
powers training wasn’t something he liked because he had been abused by his tutor, Morgan 
who had just, sort of, admitted he didn’t know how his powers worked or how to recognize 
his own limits, Morgan who had a shitty hero family who had done nothing but teach him 
that he had to push himself to exhaustion or else he wasn’t working hard enough, and who 
Alex knew was going to wake up in a shit ton of pain, was going to respond well to 
yelling??? Not that Alex had been thinking about all of that... he’d mostly still just been 
stunned and terrified that his best friend, and the person I’m so pathetically in love with, had 
almost killed himself on fucking accident. 


He was still pissed with Morgan, he had a right to be. Alex had been frying to help Morgan 
before this- Had tried to talk with him, had tried to get him to take a longer break. He had 
been trying to get Morgan to take care of himself, but he just didn’t know how hard he should 
have been pushing... Alex sighed into his hand as he studied his friend’s face, tear streaks 
drying on his skin. “...you should have told me how upset this was making you before we 
even got to this point...” 


But still, Morgan didn’t respond. His breathing and heart rate had both slowed back down 
though and he for all the world just looked like he was asleep. So Alex blew out another 
breath and started trying to make the situation at least a bit more comforting to wake up in. 


For the second time in 20 minutes Morgan woke up to pain. 


A shit ton of pain. 


His headache was szill killing him. It was still making his stomach roll with every hideous 
wave of pain but... His head was resting on something soft... and his hands- were on a 
blanket? Something warm and plush. Instinctively he gripped onto the plush fabric as he 
groaned. 


“Welcome back to the land of the vaguely annoyed...” Alex’s voice muttered from 
somewhere nearby but Morgan also felt it? Felt the soft vibration of his words, so he risked 
opening an eye. The light- it was dim but all around. The little LED strings were all spread 
out around them so they weren't in a great big eye searing cluster any more... And Alex 
was... right above him. He was leaning back on one hand, the other holding a travel mug 
and- I’m in his lap. Morgan realized after a delirious beat. He was still laying on the ground, 
probably still in his pocket if the void around them was anything to go by, but his head was 
pillowed in Alex’s lap and he had a blanket thrown over him. 


““..wha?” Morgan mumbled and tried to sit up, but just like last time Alex’s hand moved to 
his chest to keep him down. 


“You passed out again.” Alex sighed, and sat up more so he could look down at Morgan. His 
eyes weren’t as bloodshot now, but Alex could see the haze of pain keeping his gaze 
unfocused. 


“T... what?” He asked blearily, trying to make his brain work even though it felt like someone 
was trying to force it through a cheese grater. He lifted a hand and rubbed at his eyes hoping 
his vision would stop swimming. 


“Passed out again.” 


“yeah... no, I- I heard you... but- but whaddya mean?” Morgan questioned still trying to 
piece together what the fuck was going on. We’re- We’re still in my pocket- My inventory... 
That at least he knew was true, but he couldn’t remember what had happened to result in him 
laying on the floor with his head in Alex’s lap. 


“T mean, after you almost died using your powers and passed out, you woke up, and then I 
sent you into a panic attack which caused you to hyperventilate and you passed out again.” 
Alex explained, tone clearly... well vaguely annoyed, just like he had said earlier. 


Morgan, however, just felt embarrassed and guilty as Alex’s words started to fill in the gaps. 
He remembered trying to use his powers and- and then he was on the floor and Alex had been 


upset and- “ Oh god - Alex, I am so-” Morgan tried to apologize as he rubbed at his face, his 
stomach was churning again and it made his head pound, but Alex cut him off. 


“IT swear to god , Morgan, if you try to apologize for me making you have a panic attack I 
will never forgive you.” Alex grunted and glowered down at his friend. Morgan was now 
peeking up at him from between his fingers. “I mean it.” He muttered eyes flashing in 
warning. 


“But... I... But-” Morgan stammered. Alex didn’t look pissed, he just looked... tired and 
frustrated and- and a little guilty, but his glowing yellow eyes held Morgan’s. “But I... 
should?” 


Alex just snorted and shook his head. “‘Not over this. Don’t get me wrong, you definitely owe 
me an apology, you self-destructive asshole, but not yet. I’m still too pissed for you to try and 
say sorry yet.” 


“oh.” Morgan mumbled softly and swallowed hard, the guilt continued to claw at him. 


Only for Alex to feel it a few seconds later and realize his mistake. He scoffed and rolled his 
eyes. “Oh for the love of- No, I’m not mad at you, idiot. I’m too pissed off with myself right 
now. You might have almost gone and killed yourself, but I should have handled that better.” 


“.. ?m... so confused right now...” Morgan breathed before just closing his eyes again. 


Alex snorted above him, and again Morgan could feel it- could feel him talking as he just lay 
there. “Tell me about it.” Alex chuckled but he didn’t say anything else, so Morgan just 
stayed quiet too and tried to take slow even breaths. 


He wasn’t exactly sure how long he stayed like that, just stayed laying there with his head 
pillowed in Alex’s lap but eventually Alex’s hand started moving, the one that was still 
resting on Morgan’s chest. But he didn’t pull away this time, no, he just moved his fingers in 
small soothing circles over the soft fabric of the blanket. And Morgan would have cried if he 
had the energy too. Just that calm reassuring touch- Alex had- he had jerked away before, 


Morgan remembered. He wasn’t sure why, but Alex wasn't pulling away now, he was just... 
staying. Jesus he was just staying... 


Alex heard Morgan’s breath catch and he looked down in time to see a stray tear escape from 
underneath Morgan’s closed eyelids. “...Morgan...” 


“T- I am sorry, Alex...”” He whispered back, still not daring to open his eyes. “I- I thought I 
could handle it.” He muttered accidentally echoing himself from before. 


Alex just grimaced but he didn’t stop petting. “...Did you really think you could handle it, or 
did you think you had to ?” 


And now Morgan turned his head away, he knew Alex was still just above him but fuck he 
really really didn’t want to cry just now. “I... I wanted to- I just wanted to be able to handle 
it, to just- just use my powers like everyone else.” Morgan answered honestly even though 
the humiliation was making his lungs burn. God- god I really am useless. I still can t even use 
my fucking powers right- “I-I-" But his voice cracked so he paused to lift a shaky hand to 
swipe at his face and clear his throat. "... But I was wrong ... And I- I’m sorry..." 


Alex didn’t say anything right away, no he just frowned down at Morgan. There was still 
some kind of disconnect here. Alex could feel Morgan’s guilt and self-loathing burbling back 
up again, but Alex didn’t know why... so he asked. A fucking novel idea... Jesus, we really 
are bad at communicating. “...Morgan... What do you think happened?” 


Morgan swiped at his face again and turned his head so he could blink up at Alex. His friend 
looked... confused and hurt, more than anything. He wasn’t mad or irate or disappointed he- 
He isnt my family- his isn t Armistice- “I... I tried to make my pocket bigger but I just- just 
passed out instead?” 


“No, Morgan, you succeeded. You made your pocket bigger, it just almost killed you in the 
process.” Alex replied and watched as Morgan just started up at him. 


“T- I did?” And then he was trying to push himself up again, so Alex let him. 


Morgan blinked and looked around the room several times, trying to see the walls. His head 
was still throbbing ferociously and moving around so quickly made him dizzy but- but they 
were just sitting in the middle of a void. The string lights were creating this circular glow all 
around them but- but the light didn’t stop at the walls. There were no walls, at least not 
nearby them. “...woah... It- It is bigger...” 


“Tt is, yes. Which- I mean, congrats and all, but I was more focused on the you almost died 
part...” Alex muttered more to himself than to Morgan but it did make his friend look back at 
him. 


Morgan rubbed at the back of his neck and grimaced a little, he had clearly made Alex worry. 
Like had really really made him worry, and he shouldn’t have done that. “I- I mean... I 
didn’t- I didn’t like actually almost die... I just- I just fainted a little... it happens 
sometimes... I should have told you sooner. Sorry.” And he glanced up at Alex sheepishly. 
Alex however was just staring at him. And then Morgan watched as his eye started twitching- 
Shit- 


“Ex- fucking -scuse me?!” Alex hissed, raised hands clenching into claws as he tried to glare 
holes through his best friend. He saw Morgan wince but couldn’t bring himself to care, not 
when Morgan was so fucking wrong about this! Not when his best friend didn’t realize the 
danger he was fucking in- had been in for his whole goddamned life because the people 
around him had been cruel ignorant jackasses! 


“J- J- it just happens sometimes!” Morgan panicked, hands waving defensively. “Honestly! 
It’s- It’s- okay, it’s not like- like good or anything, but- but it’s my normal. It- its happened 
since I was a kid-!” 


“Yeah!” Alex snapped back, “I fucking bet it did, you underfed, chronically ill, insomniatic 
asshole!” 


“What-” 


“That’s what I meant , Morgan! That’s how rebound limits work! If you don’t have the 
energy to use your powers it makes you dizzy or throw up or whatever and if you still push it 


then you pass the fuck out because your goddamned brain goes into full synaptic shutdown 
and if you’re lucky you still have enough energy left to keep your heart beating and lungs 
moving!” Alex snarled at his best friend who was just staring at him utterly bewildered. 


“But- but- its been happening my whole life, Alex- I- I mean it doesn’t happen as often now 
but that’s just because I- I know how to use my power more- Like- Like it- I wasn’t hitting 
my rebound limit every time I passed out as a kid, right? I was just too weak-” 


“YEAH! You fucking were!” Alex damn near roared, “You were an overachiever straight A 
student who had hero training and extra powers training and did a shit ton of extracurriculars 
like track and music and robotics! You were the definition of fucking burnout and yet no one 
did a goddamned thing to help you or tell you that what you were doing was fucking putting 
your goddamned life in danger!” 


“..oh...”, Morgan muttered as his hand just sort of fell into his lap while Alex seethed. He 
had wondered if it had- if that had all applied to him when Alex had first mentioned it earlier 
but it had been making him sick to think about- it had been scaring him spitless to think 
about , so he’d just ignored it. Had put the whole conversation to the side. He had to- needed 
to. They were trying to work on his powers, he had needed to focus on that, not on- on what 
his life had been like when he was teenager or when he’d been living with his parents. 


"Yeah, oh ! I mean, seriously! Think of one other person who has an involuntary power and 
think about how many calories they have to consume on a daily basis. Not to mention how 
much they need to sleep-!" Alex went on, gesturing broadly to hammer his point home, not 
noticing how panicked Morgan was starting to look. 


"But- but I don’t have an involuntary power. I- I have to think about using mine-" Morgan 
stammered as he tried to justify his actions, but nothing was making sense... Was- Was 
everything he knew about how his powers worked just... wrong? Had it all always been 
wrong?? But that was what he had been told by his parents- By- Armistice. That was what 
Armistice had said... Oh my god... Armistice, who Morgan knew was a liar. Armistice who 
had told Morgan point blank that his power was static but it wasn’t. It obviously wasn’t. But- 
But- but what did that mean? What did any of that actually mean??? 


"Of course you fucking do!” Alex interrupted, rolling his eyes. “ Jesus christ... And you 
wonder why I get irritated when you don’t take care of yourself.” 


“But... But... I- My power isn't always on. It’s- it’s not a physical power...” Morgan half 
whispered as he dragged a hand up over his face and through his hair. His head was still 
pounding, but- but he had to make sense of this. Had to figure out how the fuck his power 
actually worked. 


“No, it’s not a visible power, Morgan.” Alex corrected, but at a slightly lower volume now. 
Morgan was starting to look properly alarmed now, and confused, so Alex made himself take 
a step back. Made himself /ook at Morgan and see past his own indignation and rage this 
time. And his friend looked... frightened. And was certainly still in pain. So Alex took a slow 
deep breath. “Look... Morgan... We can talk about this more in a minute, first, you need to 
eat something.” 


And Alex snapped. A second travel mug appeared, matching Alex’s but this one was a mocha 
not just hot chocolate, and next to it a small ceramic bowl materialized. But Morgan didn’t so 
much as look over at the two new objects, his gaze stayed fixed on some spot in his lap. 


“Tm... ’'m not really hungry, Alex- I... my head is still killing me and it’s making me 
nauseous...” He muttered halfheartedly, and rubbed at his forehead a little. 


“T know, but eating will actually help with both, trust me.” Alex replied, but Morgan still 
didn’t even look over at the bowl so Alex blew out a breath and leaned forward to pluck up 
the bowl before plunking it down in Morgan’s lap. “Look. Just eat a couple, if it still doesn’t 
help then stop.” 


Morgan had been about to argue, had been about to refuse but the contents of the bowl caught 
him off guard. "Tater tots?" Morgan blinked, and then glanced up at Alex. 


“Yes,” He snorted. “Potatoes are full of complex carbs and protein... And I know you will eat 
them.” Alex muttered with an eye roll. 


His friend wasn’t wrong. Potatoes were fucking great. And- and they smelled good- like 
really really good. So good his stomach did that tingly growling thing it would do sometimes 
when he hadn’t eaten in a while. So he tried one, and it was warm and crisp on the outside 
but fluffy on the inside. They were fucking perfect tater tots. And the bowl was warm in his 
hands- warm enough for him to realize he was cold and he shivered a little. But before he 
could do anything about it, Alex had rocked forward again, this time up onto his knees. 


He picked up the blanket that had just kind of fallen to the way side and swirled it around 
Morgan’s shoulders. With a thought he made the thick plush fabric warm again, like just out 
of the drier warm, and settled it around Morgan before pulling the edges in closer. “There...” 
He muttered and glanced up in time to catch Morgan watching him. He looked... so 
surprised- so concerned. “What?” 


“TJ... nothing... just thanks...”” He whispered back. Alex didn’t have to take care of him like 
this- he didn’t have to baby him like this. Morgan had- he had handled feeling like this- 
hurting like this before. But... but it was really really nice not to have to do it by himself. 


Alex smirked a little as he sat back down and scooped up his own mug. “You’re welcome. 
Now eat your damned tater tots.” 


Morgan couldn’t help it, he snorted. “Okay... fine.” He laughed a little. And... and Alex was 
right, because of course he fucking was, it did help settle his stomach. But it wasn’t until he 
had finished half the bowl before he had built up the nerve to ask, “...Is- Is my power really 
involuntary not intentional?” He hadn’t looked up to ask and was just messing with the tater 
tot he was holding instead of eating it. 


“Yes. It really is.” Alex confirmed and watched as Morgan pulled little tot in half. “You have 
a VIV power, Morgan.” 


“T- I knew it was variable, I- I had figured that out for myself when I figured out I could make 
the portals bigger- but... but I had always been told it was SIT.” He replied, trying not to 
stammer too much. It was just- this was just a lot to take in. 


“Who the fuck told you you had a static intentional power?” Alex questioned with a snort. 


“My tutor.” Morgan answered honestly, as he continued to stare into the bow] in his lap 
without really seeing it. 


“And what? Your parents just didn’t have eyes???” Alex demanded, but Morgan only 
shrugged. 


“T- it didn’t make sense to them, my power. They- they didn’t get how it worked. It wasn’t- it 
wasn’t a physical power like theirs or Strider’s so- so they got me a tutor.” Morgan explained 
before just letting the third destroyed tater tot fall back into the bowl. 


“And they searched around for a power’s expert, right? They jumped through all the hoops 
they could to get you the best person for the job?” Alex asked bitterly, damn well knowing 
that wasn’t the case. 


“No...” Morgan whispered. “He- he was like- like an honorary uncle to my dad. He- he had 
worked with my grandparents- my dad’s parents, a lot and my dad trusted him.” 


“Did he even have a similar power to yours?” 


“ No .” Morgan muttered darkly. “He- he just had a ‘talent for identifying powers and how 
they worked’. That was what my parents had said. Turns out it really was all just fucking lies. 
” And Morgan just set the bowl aside before pulling his knees up to his chest. - god damnit- 
God Damnit! He didn’t think his childhood could keep managing to get worse- but here he 
was, wrong again. His tutor hadn’t just been a homophobic racist piece of shit, no he had 
been a /ying homophobic racist piece of shit. It meant that fucking everything that asshole 
had put him through had been for nothing- No, fucking worse that that- it had been actively 
trying to kill him that whole fucking time. 


And no one had fucking cared- no one had fucking believed me! 


Tears stung his eyes again and he just pressed his face against his knees and wished his life 
didn’t fucking suck this bad. He wished that he could have just had a nice day with his friend- 
wished that for once he could have just used his powers without his past coming back to fuck 
up the present. 


Alex just grimaced as Morgan curled in on himself, not entirely sure what to do or how to 
help... But he had to try something. So he went with what he thought was best- what had 


seemed to work before. Alex shifted over sit next to his best friend, he sat hip to him with 
him and then he leaned against Morgan, just leaned into him. Not a hug, not pulling him in 
but also making sure Morgan knew he wasn’t alone. 


His friend’s response was almost instantaneous, without even thinking Morgan just leaned 
back. He shifted from resting his head on his knees to leaning against Alex shoulder. So Alex 
just rolled with it and lifted his arm, putting it around Morgan’s shoulders and pulling him in 
more. Apparently this was the right decision as Morgan just blew out a slow breath, and 
relaxed against Alex even further. It was clear he was crying again, but he wasn’t sobbing or 
anything, tears just rolled down his face. 


“T-, uh, is this helping?” Alex asked cautiously, still uncertain if he was doing this right. 


Morgan just let out his breath on a laugh. “Yes- yes Alex, it is.” And god it really, really was. 
He was warm and safe. He might not be well, might not be fine- or even remotely close to it, 
but that was okay. He didn’t have to be... not with Alex. He could just not be fine for a little 
while and everything would still be alright. The world would be waiting for him on the other 
side of this just like always. 


“Ah... okay. Good.” He muttered and just fell silent again. He would stay right there, just 
like that with Morgan for as long as he needed. Alex... he knew just exactly how horrible it 
could be to find out that everything you thought was true was actually just a lie... It was 
utterly devastating. So he just wanted to be there with Morgan, he just wanted to help. 
Because no one had been able to help me... 


After a while, when Morgan felt the tears start to dry on his face, he opened his eyes again. 
The little string lights didn’t feel like they were stabbing at his retinas any more and... and 
his head was actually starting to hurt less. He still felt exhausted- physically and emotionally, 
but at least he hurt less now. “Hey Alex...” 


“Yeah?” 


“Thanks.” 


“Anytime.” 


And Morgan knew he meant it. Knew that he really did mean anytime... and he had no idea 
what to do about it. No idea what he should do with that information. What was he supposed 
to say back? How was he supposed to just- just accept that someone really did have his back 
all the time, no matter what? God it was fucking terrifying, the 'not being alone anymore’ 
thing. Why does no one tell you that- why didnt Dr. Haylie say how scary it would be to have 
someone around all the time who could help me? 


“So...” Alex hummed after minute. “What... Do you want to know? About your power- if 
anything.” Alex added quickly. “I- I don’t have to explain anything if you don’t want to 
know-” 


“T do.” Morgan interrupted. “I do want to know.” And he pulled away some, letting his knees 
go so he could stretch back out again. He scrubbed at his face with his sleeve as Alex shifted 
to face him more. “I want you to tell me how my power works. And not just the basics, like I 
want to know how it actually works- how it really works.” 


“Uh... okay.” Alex started helpfully. “Well, it’s a variable involuntary power, like I said 
before. So like you can expand how you use it, but you’re still like- like limited by how much 
energy you have.” 


“Which means...?” 


“Oh, like you can’t use your power the way I do. You’re power is already super taxing as it 
is, so you really couldn’t just use it to rip your way into any dimension the way I do.” Alex 
explained with a shrug before turning to look for his mug. When he spied both his and 
Morgan’s, he scooped them up and passed Morgan’s to him. 


Morgan took the travel mug automatically, but frowned at Alex. “...what do you mean it’s 
super taxing?” 


“T mean it’s a huge energy sink, like all the time. You’re basically... temporally anchored to 
this place at all times, like that’s why time passes in here and why you can always just open 


up portals to here no matter where you are.” 


Morgan just stared at the mug in his hand for a very long time as he mulled over what Alex 
had said. Finally he just snorted and dragged a hand over his face, he was smiling but nothing 
about this was very funny. “...so what your saying it that this is some invisible force that no 
one else can see but is constantly draining my time, energy, and resources? But the world still 
expects me to keep up with them and acts like nothing is wrong with me?” He muttered 
bitterly before taking a sip from the mug. It was warm and chocolatey and undeniably 
caffeinated. He took several long pulls from it before lowering the cup, now clutching it with 
both hands. 


Alex couldn’t help the smirk that pulled at his lips as Morgan clung to his mug, but he did 
end up grimacing a little as he mulled over Morgan’s words. “Yeah... pretty much, h-eeh...” 


Morgan just snorted again, “ God- I couldn’t imagine what that would be /ike . It would 
probably really fucking suck ... And I get to have several. Son of a bitch...” And he just took 
another sip of coffee before just glowered at the ground. 


“Sorry... But- but you get why I push so hard about like- you taking care of yourself, now 
right? Like besides that it’s just like fucking good for you, but because it’s pretty critically for 
your overall health, more so than for like other normal people.” Alex went on, hoping finally 
that Morgan would actually start taking better care of himself. Like yeah he actually made 
real meals now, but only when he remembered to, and the man still hardly ever slept long 
enough for it to even remotely be considered healthy. 


“Yeah, yeah I get it...” He grumbled. 


“So... You won’t bitch when I make you stop to eat or go to sleep?” Alex asked carefully, 
eyes narrowing as he studied Morgan’s face. 


His friend just snorted and looked back up at him, “Oh, no. I’m still gonna bitch, but Ill 
probably actually do it now the third time you ask instead of just completely ignoring you.” 
And he beamed when Alex just shot him an unamused look. 


“Fine. But for the next week, no bitching. You are going to sleep and eat when I fucking tell 
you, got it.”” Alex muttered darkly, practically daring Morgan to argue with him. 


“Alex- Come on, a week? Really? I’Il be fine-” 


“A week.” He interrupted. “7 whole days, Morgan. You can think of it as your apology to me 
for almost fucking dying while I just watched you do it.” And he grinned maliciously when 
he saw Morgan open and then close his mouth. 


“..fine. Fine. For a week, no bitching.” He muttered, then after a beat Morgan added. “I- Iam 
sorry, Alex... I- I really didn’t mean to make you worry.” 


“T know...” Alex sighed and sipped at his own mug. “Just... just please don’t do it again. 
Like- like if you feel like your hitting your limit, just stop. Please.” 


“T- T will. I usually do, Alex. It- It hasn’t been an issue for me in years. I- I get a little dizzy or 
faint sometimes but- but that’s usually because it’s at the end of a chase or something and I’m 
opening my inventory for a miraculous escape, you know? It’s a last resort thing so ’'m 
already tired.” Morgan explained, but he was staring at the inky ground instead of his at his 
friend, as an embarrassed heat crawled across his face. He- he still hated how this whole 
situation made him feel. He hated that he couldn’t just do this- that he really was too weak to 
just use his power. But... but at least he had a reason now. It wasn’t just some arbitrary 
failure on his part- it wasn’t that he hadn’t been trying hard enough or that he just wasn’t 
good enough. No... he was just literally physically too tired, not some moral failing or weak 
will on his part. 


Alex only nodded and waited for Morgan to gather his thoughts while he did the same. He- 
he had a question for Morgan, and it wasn’t going to be a little one, but... but he really 
needed to know. He needed to know so he could help make sure this didn’t happen again. 


Finally Morgan looked back up after blowing out his breath on a heavy sigh. “...so, is there 
anything else I need to know?” 


“T don’t... think so?” Alex said tilting his head while he thought about it. “...no. You pretty 
much know the rest of it. You are opening portals into a pocket dimension in between the 
layers of our reality and that space is permanently anchored to you... But you can only 
reconnect the pocket to the last place you were in our reality if you are trying to open up a 
portal back to here... I think I could probably open up portals to anywhere, but that’s 
probably just a me thing, not like the base model version of this power.” 


Morgan just snorted and shook his head. “God, you are weird.” 


“Me? I’m the weird one? Not you, Mr. 'We are sitting in your fucking endless void of an 
inventory having coffee because you wanted to dick with your powers around this Saturday 
because your therapist told you to'?” Alex snarked back before sipping at his hot chocolate. 


“Yeah well, you’re the asshole who agreed to come with me.” Morgan laughed and Alex 
narrowed his eyes. 


“..point.” He grumbled, but smiled when Morgan just laughed again. It was a very reassuring 
thing to hear but... it also made this next part harder. “So... uh, Morgan... I had a question 
for you actually...” 


“Okay... that’s not all suspicious.” Morgan muttered as Alex winced. “What’s up?” 


Alex didn’t answer right away, as he tried to figure out the best way to ask this... but there 
really wasn’t a good way to, so he just asked. “What happened between you and your tutor, 
Morgan?” And it was like watching his friend deflate. It was like before when he had 
casually mentioned how amazing his power actually was, it just seemed to suck the life from 
him. But- but that was why Alex had asked- why he had to know. 


“Oh... that.” He muttered after a beat. 


“Look- Morgan, I know this is a big ask. I know this isn’t something you want to talk about 
or discuss but- But I-” And Alex struggled to explain why he was asking, “... I think- I think 
if | had known what had happened- why you don’t like training with your powers than I could 
have- have kept this from happening- I could have pushed when you just blew me off early 


about taking a break. I would have know how to have pushed, so you- you knew I wasn’t- 
wasn’t-” 


“Criticizing me by asking?” Morgan suggested as Alex struggled, but he just rubbed a hand 
over his face. He knew Alex was right, knew that he- he should have told Alex long before 

now... he was just scared to. Scared of what Alex would think- scared of what Alex would 

do... Scared of what he wanted Alex to do. 


“Yeah... that.” Alex muttered as he just watched emotions flicker across Morgan’s face. “I- I 
just, I can’t help if-” 


‘“-you don’t know.” Morgan finished and looked back up to meet Alex’s gaze. His friend 
looked nervous and all kinds of uncomfortable just now, and- Morgan wanted to say no- to 
just shrug it off... but Alex wanted to know- fuck he needed to. That’s how he copes, right? 
He copes by helping, by trying to help the best he can and- And he cant if he doesn t know... 
Morgan just closed his eyes over the tears starting to form and whispered, "It's... it's just 
gonna piss you off again..." 


"Yeah. Yeah it probably will.” Alex replied. “But that’s because I care about you, Morgan. I 
care that some gutless bastard tormented my best friend as a teenager for no fucking reason, 
and his family did nothing about it- worse, they /et it happen-” Alex hissed and that rage 
burned inside of him. Morgan was absolutely right, this was going to infuriate him... But he 
had to know- he needed to... So he took a slow breath and let it out. A bit of smoke curled 
away from his lips as he did, but when he glanced back up, Morgan was looking at him again. 
Alex could see the water standing in his eyes, could see the pain as plain as day across his 
face. “So yes, yes it is going to piss me off- it’s going to fucking suck- but I can only help if I 
know how to, or when to...” 


Morgan just watched Alex for several long moments. He wasn’t wrong, not about any of it. It 
was going to piss him off and it sure as fuck was going to suck... But he really couldn’t help, 
if he didn’t know... 


So this was it. 


It was the last piece, really. The last bit of ache- of scar tissue that he had left that he hadn’t 
told Alex about. It was the root of it- the beginning of the pain in someways... and that meant 


it was the ugliest rawest painfullest of the bunch... but the relief he had felt over the last 6 
months, the relief that had come from just being able to talk with Alex, honestly- earnestly? It 
was unmatched. And... it had made the scars bleed less often, or at least for not as long. 


And despite his fears, despite the anxiety screaming at him that Alex would leave- that he 
would abandon Morgan... He wanted Alex to know. He wanted... Alex to know him. Every 
bit. Good and bad, cruel and kind, healed and bleeding... He wanted to be seen , really seen 
for the first time ever . And he knew Alex was actually looking- that he was seeing him. How 
could he not? His eyes never miss a thing... heh, so long as actually he's bothering to pay 
attention. 


"...okay.” Morgan said. He hadn’t conscientiously made the decision to speak, it just sort of 
came out. But it was what he had wanted to say. It was what he had needed to. His next 
words came out on a shaky laugh, “Oh-kay... I'll tell you, but... I just- I need you to promise 
me something, first.” 


“What?” 


“Tf- when you go after him... I want you to tell me first. I... I don’t know if- If I want you to 
take me with you so I can watch as you rip out his fucking spine-”’ And he pause to suck in a 
steadying breath, “Or if I just- don’t want to know. If I’d rather just know you took care of 
him and he’s not going to be an issue for me ever again. Regardless... I- I just want you to 
tell me first, please.” 


“Deal.” Alex breathed. It was the easiest promise he’d ever made. Because Morgan was right, 
he was absolutely going to hunt this son of a bitch down and turn his fucking guts inside out 
one at a goddamn time. He was going to make this man suffer in ways no human had ever 
suffered before, and he was going to relish in every second of it. 


But Alex kept all of that to himself, Morgan didn’t know yet if he even wanted to know what 
Alex was going to do to him. So he just tucked that particular bit of seething hatred away for 
another time and let Morgan take his time, let him gather his thoughts in the quiet darkness. 


"So... I guess, I should probably start at the beginning-" Morgan breathed on a sigh finally 
breaking the long silence between them. 


"That would be preferable, yes." Alex interrupted with a snort, nearly as uncomfortable as 
Morgan, but he was trying to lighten the mood a little. 


"Oh- Just shut up and let me talk.”” Morgan snapped but he snorted when caught Alex just 
smirking at him, brows waggling. “I meant when I first got my powers, idiot." He knew what 
his friend was trying to do and he appreciated it... he really really did. This was probably the 
only bit of levitate this story was going to have. 


“T had just turned 13-” Morgan began, as he shifted around a bit and pulled the edges of his 
blanket in closer. “I was in 8th grade and I was- god - I think I had been doing homework and 
I accidentally flipped my pencil out of my fingers and I tried to catch it, but this- this black 
hole appeared and just sucked it in, ha! I think I shrieked and fell out of my chair.” Morgan 
laughed and smiled when Alex just shook his head, grinning at the mental picture. “And then 
I ran to show my parents, you know? I was so fucking excited. And I- I did it again and they 
were so excited too. They were fucking thrilled and were so proud of me... I- god, we were 
all so excited...” But it didn t last... 


Morgan blew out his breath on a sigh and looked down, eyes tracking the squiggly pattern the 
light strings made around them. “But then after the first few weeks of me just playing with 
my power they started asking me questions- started trying to see if I could do more than just 
stick stuff in the holes. Like could make them bigger? How many could I make at once? That 
sort of thing... They- they were pushing me, not a lot, just a little. They just wanted to see 
what I could do, right? But... it wasn’t impressing them. They started to say things about 
how they weren’t sure how useful my power was or how practical it would be...” And 
Morgan just closed his eyes, he could still remember this, remember that moment when 
things started to go wrong. “I- I overheard them talking about me- about how my power 
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wasn’t... ‘heroic’. 


He could picture it so easily, now. He could remember heading towards his parents room, late 
that night just before bed. He had wanted to ask them a question about- about something, and 
then he heard them say his name. Heard them talking about him- about how realistic his 
future as a hero actually was. “ Jesus - that had been devastating...” But he shook himself out 
of that moment and went on, still not looking at Alex. He doubted he’d be able to for most of 
this... “And then school got out for the summer and I was gonna start my hero training, so I 
sorta just... pushed my worries aside. Because I was gonna be a hero, right? I was doing hero 
training with Strider and everything.” And he shrugged at little. 


“T think if it had just been- just been hero training- had just been combat and weapons 
training 3 days a week, I wouldn’t have been worried, but it wasn’t. No, I also had a tutor . 
Just for me...”’ He muttered bitterly before sighing again and looking back up at Alex. “My 
parents had said they didn’t really know how my powers worked so they weren’t sure how to 
help me improve- I think they had said it just like that, ‘ We don t know how to help you 
improve, kiddo .’ Which I translated to mean ‘because you aren’t good enough yet- You don’t 
meet their standards yet’. So they introduced me to... Mr. Christian Johnson aka, Armistice.” 


Morgan watched as Alex narrowed his eyes, watched as his friend tried to put a face to that 
name. 


“You probably don’t know him... Like I said before he, he was an older hero and was like an 
uncle to my Dad. He had worked with my dad’s parents during their caped crusader days- as 
a junior hero, I think. He always made it sound like that was just a side thing for him, though. 
I dunno... Anyways, he was going to be my tutor. And I would work with him 5 days week 
during the summer.” 


“ Five ? But you just said you had hero training 3 day a week?” Alex demanded. He’d been 
trying his best to not interrupt, he knew it was easier for Morgan if he just didn’t say anything 
while he told this story but- But even at the Academy we only every trained 5 days a week, 
max. 


“They overlapped.” Morgan answered with a shrug and couldn't help the little resentful smirk 
that pulled at the corner of his mouth when Alex sneered. “ J wanted to be a hero, right? I 
could handle it...” But Morgan snorted and let the venom fade from his words. “It was 
exhausting, but heroes could do anything so... I had to, too... He- Armistice wasn’t that bad 
at first. He- he was stern and he pushed me, but so did my martial arts teacher... I didn’t 
really see the difference at first, but he- he didn’t really let me have breaks and we were 
working outside most of the time in the middle of summer.” And now he just looked back 
down again. “It sucked but- but he just told me heroes didn’t get to take breaks in a fight- 
That I had to get up and keep going or I would never get anywhere in the FA. So I did... I- I 
would get so sick while we were training, sometimes.” And Morgan just rubbed at his face as 
the memories his words were provoking came burbling up to the surface. The burning heat 
and the swirling black spots in his vision, the near constant migraines... 


“T got so dizzy or I would throw up or just... pass out. And then he’d make me get back up 
and try again. He was trying to make me use my powers more and more. Trying to get me to 
make the bigger portals, to make more of them, to open up two so I could stick my hand 


through one and out the other. Really just whatever he could think of that would be useful in 
combat, you know?” 


“And your parents, what ? Just didn’t fucking notice their son was being worked half to 
death?” Alex questioned with a low voiced snarl that made the lights dim in response. It 
almost looked like they too were cowering from the Devourer. 


But Morgan couldn’t meet his eyes. He knew Alex was furious, knew that he should be too, 
but... all he felt right now was... small. He felt so small, so lonely- so abandoned. There was 
a reason he hated talking about this. He hated how it made him feel, how it would make him 
feel like that helpless desperate kid trying to earn his parents approval. “ They did-” He 
muttered, quieter than he meant, so he cleared his throat a little before continuing. “They 
asked me about it and I told them. I explained how sick I was getting in training and how I 
kept fainting and stuff. They- they had seemed so concerned at the time and they said they 
were going to talk with him- with Armistice about it.” 


* And? 99 


“And they did... and Armistice told them... I was overreacting.” He he just let that word 
hang in the air. He hated that word. He hated being told he was overreacting- hated how 
easily his thoughts and feelings and goddamned life experiences could just be invalided by 
that one word. “He had said that I had just never had to work hard before and I was just 
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complaining more because ‘I was sore from building muscle’.” Morgan sneered. 


“But it was all fucking lies. I had been busting my ass but I was also only 13. There was only 
so much I could do to convince them I was telling the truth, but... But that was when things 
started to turn sour.” And Morgan gave up trying to sit normally. He hated this- he hated this 
so goddamned much. So he pulled his knees into his chest like somehow that might keep his 
stomach from trying to turn inside out. And I’m not even halfway through yet- Fuck. “My- 
My parents wouldn’t listen to me anymore when I was ‘bellyaching about training ’. They- 
they said that it was no way for a hero to act. And- And after several weeks of this- of me 
trying to convince them about what was happening, Armistice got mad. He accused me of 
being a ‘whiny little liar’ and he said that he wouldn’t train a liar to be hero... It- it shut me 
up. I wanted to be a hero so bad , I- god- it was the only thing I had ever wanted to be, you 
know? I wanted to be just like my parents. I wanted to be a superhero... so if this was what I 
had to deal with to do that... then- then I would.” And Morgan just shrugged again, but he 
rested his mouth against his knees and closed his eyes over the stinging tears. 


Morgan stayed still like that for several long moments, and Alex let him, let him just breathe- 
let him settle himself a bit. He could feel Morgan’s grief- could feel his outrage and shame 
and- and pain. Plain and simple. Morgan was in pain talking about this, it was damn near a 
physical wound... And he’s just carried this around with him for- for over a decade... And he 
can still laugh- still tell jokes and smile and- and carry on... I went fucking crazy and 
Morgan just... stood back up. 


Jesus, no wonder so many people are in love with him... 


It wasn’t until Morgan had looked back up, had opened his eyes again, that Alex asked, 
““.. Then what happened?” 


“High school.” Morgan replied with a small snort. He shifted a bit and let his cheek rest on 
his knee before continuing, “I still had power and combat training during my freshman year 
but they were both only twice a week. And then I was at school with Strider, me his 
obnoxious little brother who had skipped a grade. So like any older sibling he wanted 
absolutely nothing to do with me while we were there.” Morgan laughed a little, freshman 
year was- it was really the last time he had any good memories of his brother. “He avoided 
me like the plague, only talking to me so he could pick on me for the most part, but that was 
pretty normal to how he behaved at home so it was fine. It wasn’t like- cruel or anything, he 
was just a 15 year old jackass. But I, like a proper little brother, annoyed the ever loving shit 
out of him.” And he grinned a little. 


“T think I said before that I had joined track and field just to piss him off?” And when Alex 
nodded Morgan went on, “I did it because I had been listening to him bitch all last year about 
how he wanted to be on the team, but Mom and Dad kept saying no cause of his power... So 
I did it instead. His face when I said I was on the team was priceless, ha!” And he could still 
picture that stunned look of horror and outrage on Stri’s face, but Morgan’s mirth didn’t last 
long. “And... and like you said before, I really was an overachiever. I pushed myself to get 
straight As and I joined the robotics club and my parents told me I had to continue piano 
lessons, so I did. God... I really was just trying to jump through every hoop I could think of, 
so they would be proud of me again, just like they had been when I first got my powers... 
But it never happened.” And Morgan just closed his eyes again, but he didn’t stop talking this 
time. 


“So my freshman year came to a close after many a heart break and shenanigan... and it was 
back to full time training again. It- it was miserable... There really isn’t another word for it, I 
could barely use my powers at that point without reflexively trying to throw up. It was like I 
had trained my body to want to puke whenever I tried to make a portal and it was only 


getting worse. I- I pretty much stopped eating on days when I was doing powers stuff because 
I just- my stomach and throat hurt so bad- It... I decided that just starving, so I would only 
dry heave was better. I- I... I don’t know if my parents noticed. They were so busy that 
summer with FA stuff that we basically just had babysitters the whole time. And- And Strider 
went with them sometimes too. He was off doing hero things... and I was stuck at home 
barely able to even use my power-” He muttered and fell quiet again, but with a sigh he 
opened one eye and just looked out at the smudgy blurs the little lights were making. 


“.. Peony noticed though.” Morgan hummed softly. “Peony noticed a Jot that summer. We 
spent so much time together and- and she knew I was miserable but she was also 12 and I 
was 14. There wasn’t all that much either of us could to about it besides... stick together. And 
then just before school started up again, she got her power. My parents had been off on a 
mission with Strider so it was just the 2 of us.” And Morgan sat up so he could rub at his tired 
face, his head wasn’t really hurting too badly anymore but he figured that would change the 
second he started crying. “I- I remember biking to the store so I could get a cake and how I 
had to rig up a platform on my handlebars so I could get it home. It barely worked and the 
cake was a little squished but we had a big party anyway. Just us. And- and I was so happy 
for her-” Morgan whispered, trailing off his his chest got tight and his throat started to clog 
with tears. He didn’t bother to swipe them away this time, no he just let his head fall back 
onto his knees and closed his eyes. He felt them escape out from underneath his lashes as he 
went on. 


“ God I- she was going to be such a great hero ... And I- I think I sobbed that night. I just 
bawled my eyes out because that was when I realized I wasn 7. I didn’t have a power like hers 
or Strider's or any of my cousins... I wasn’t going to be... Amazing-”” And Morgan’s voice 
cracked and he curse as he tried to keep from sobbing, “Fuck- J- Sorry- I just- Damn it-” 


Even after all these years, it still hurt. It was still a fact that ate away at him. He didn’t let it 
bother him most of the time- fuck he made sure it couldn’t most days... But it was still there, 
still this festering wound. The shattered dreams of a child, sticking out of his heart like 
broken glass. He hated how badly he still wanted it sometimes. Not being a hero now. It 
wasn’t a wish to change the future- to change his life but to have- have been able to be- be 
the person his younger self had wanted to be with all his heart. And then to know- know that 
his siblings had managed it so easily . That they got to be something he never could. It was 
fucking heart breaking. 


And Alex felt every agonizing second of it. Felt the pain and the anguish and the shattered 
hope... and it all mixed like lead in his stomach with his guilt. He- he had been a hero. It- it 
wasn’t by... It wasn’t what he wanted but- but he had gotten to do what Morgan had dreamed 
of doing his whole life growing up. It felt wrong- It felt cruel in a way Alex hadn’t been 
expecting, cruel to know his best friend had been so- so broken and yet- and yet he still 


wanted to give his family a fucking chance. He still wanted to give those selfish heartless 
arrogant monsters a fucking chance to be in his life again. 


“ They don t deserve you.” Alex whispered harshly into the quiet void as Morgan tried to 
control his breathing. 


“-wha-what?” He hiccuped and swiped at his face, trying to see Alex through the burry tears. 
His friend looked... terrifying. The light was bending around him strangely, it was- was 
almost like the darkness- the empty void was alive- that tendrils of shadow were trying to 
fight off the light... And they were winning, leaving only Alex’s sinister golden eyes behind. 
Letting them glimmer out of the darkness like the eyes of a stalking predator. And then 
Morgan blinked and Alex just looked pissed again. Just normal, run of the mill, homicidal. 


And Morgan shivered just a little. That should scare him. A/ex should scare him. That was 
objectively terrifving whatever just happened. And Morgan had no doubts that what he had 
just seen was very real, Alex was so much more frightening than most people ever realized... 
But even though his heart was beating a little faster and he could feel that quick kick of 
adrenaline, Morgan wasn t afraid. No... All he could think was... Mine. And that was why 
he shivered. 


But then Alex was talking again, “I said they don’t deserve you.” He repeated as he snapped 
and passed Morgan the tissue box he summoned. The D-tier villain took it and started drying 
his face. “And they never did, Morgan. You were always too good for them, even back then. 
Hell... You’re probably too good for me too.” He hadn’t meant it as a joke but Morgan 
laughed anyways. 


“Yeah well, that’s probably true.” He snorted before blowing his noes. “But you’re stuck with 
me now, so deal.” 


“That’s not...” But Alex just shook his head. “Nevermind.” But when Morgan just sent him a 
curious look, Alex changed the subject back to the topic at hand. “...So I guess, we are at 
your sophomore year, then?” 


“Ah... right. Yes, but that year Armistice couldn’t be around during the school year. He was 
off doing hero shit or secret covert government stuff, I don’t really know. But I was so 
fucking relieved. It meant I just had hero training on the weekends now. I- god, I had so much 


free time again, I could actually start making friends, you know? I could hang out after 
school and stuff again. And... And I started messing with my power on my own. I took it 
slow but- but I guess I thought that maybe if I could just figure out some stuff on my own I 
could still be a hero, right? That I just had to get creative.” Morgan said with a shrug before 
tossing this tissue into the pile with the others. “I started to realize that I could make the 
portals bigger and that I- I could stick my whole arm inside and feel around. It wasn’t very 
big at the time but it was way bigger than we had all thought. I- I had been so proud... but I 
hadn’t told my parents yet, I had wanted to wait until I had everything down perfectly first, so 
I could impress them... But I was- I was so happy, you know?” 


“And because I was- well, happy I was able to be like- like a normal teenager again, kinda 
and... God... I met Jackson.” And Morgan just rested his head on his knees, but he knew he 
was smiling a little. He wasn’t even Morgan’s first crush but... He had been a first for 
Morgan in a lot of ways. “He was in my 3rd period French class. He- I... I knew I liked girls. 
I had even ‘dated’ a few before now, but only for like a few weeks at a time. But I was 14- 
almost 15 and I was starting to realize that I maybe... liked guys too. That I was attracted to 
them the same way I was to girls.” And he shrugged a little. 


“T had the internet, I knew that being gay was a thing, but I- at the time I had thought that 
maybe it was okay that I liked Jackson because I also liked girls too. Like that was what 
made it okay. Now I realize that was just the internalized homophobia instilled in me from 
my parents. They were never out right about it, or anything. It was just like snide comments 
they would make or the things they would imply, you know? But- But Jackson was cute and 
funny and... He had come to watch me during one of my practices for track late that winter. 
He- We snuck off afterwards and- I kissed him.” 


“Tt- It had been so nice. It was dumb and foolish and absolutely hadn’t been my first kiss but- 
But we both were on the same page, you know? We both were fine with the idea that we were 
probably queer and it was nice to- to have someone who knew- who got it... And it lasted all 
of a month. One of Strider’s friends was on the track team too, I didn’t know he had followed 
us one time after the track meet- he saw us kissing and, uh... fooling around a little.” And 
Morgan made a bit of a face, his cheeks turning a touch pink. Sex didn’t embarrass him. But 
awkward teenage explorations with sex was sort of a different conversation... 


“But he then promptly told Strider who... immediately told my parents.” Morgan sighed. 
“When I got home that night they freaked out on me. They told me how they couldn’t believe 
I would do such a thing- how they couldn’t believe me, their son , was off kissing and 
‘worse’ with some boy . That it was wrong and that it was a phase I was going through, 
hormones and all that, and that I was absolutely forbidden from see Jackson again. I- I think 
something broke in me that night while they were yelling... it was like I finally realized that I 
couldn’t trust them, or Strider for that matter, anymore. They weren’t safe. Home wasn’t 


safe...” And he just fell quiet for a few beats, still looking off into the distance. But he took 
in another slow breath and went on. 


“So... [let them yell and I cried and told them I wouldn’t do it again. But that hadn’t been 
good enough for Strider.” And Morgan griped the plush fabric of the blanket more tightly as 
hate crawled through him. It was the icy frozen kind, the kind that might never thaw, the kind 
that wanted revenge. “He took it upon himself to make my life a /iving hell from that day 
forward. He and his friends would bully me endlessly at school. They picked on Jackson too, 
I think, but after that day he pretty much wanted nothing to do with me. Strider had outed 
both of us to the whole school and | think... I think Jackson transferred... I... didn’t.” And 
he just closed his eyes for a minute, god he was just so tired. Tired of talking, of moving, of 
having to tell this story over and over... he was just tired of his own life. 


“That’s where the nickname ‘Momo the homo’ came from.” He said abruptly, half jumping 
back into the story. “It was something one of Strider’s friends had come up with and it just 
spread like a wildfire...” 


“Does your mom even know? ” Alex questioned as he watched Morgan rest. He looked so 
goddamned tired, the shadows from the string lights were making him look so much more 
gaunt. It- it was starting to make Alex worry again. 


“About the insult?” Morgan asked as he blinked back open his eyes, “No. But she shouldn’t 
have to know just to stop calling me a name I don’t like...” But he just shrugged a little. 
“Anyways after that mess I- I decided to make things worse for myself.” 


“Worse how?” 


“Oh I embraced that whole ‘its a phase’ thing and started really acting out. I- I had lost my 
friend and- and companion, I guess? We weren’t dating so much as just... figuring some shit 
out together. But he was gone, and now I was a social pariah so... I- I started ‘hanging out 
with the wrong crowds.’” Morgan couldn’t remember most of what he had done. Drinking 
and parties and drugs and... and revenge sex. That’s what it had been if he was being honest. 
Blowing one of Strider’s friends had just been out of revenge, there had only ever been angst 
and malice there. “But I got what I wanted out of it... I made things worse. I gave them a 
reason to hate me- a reason to beat on me... because at least then it made sense...” And again 
Morgan paused before continuing disjointedly. “They- Strider and his friends broke my arm 
once.” But he snorted and shook his head, sitting up a little. 


Alex, however, found that statement significantly less funny. “They. What. ” 


“Yeah, I didn’t know at the time but I was- I was trying to climb this chain link fence but I 
wasn’t quick enough so they yanked me down off of it. I hit the ground pretty hard that time, 
it knocked the wind out of me so they thought it would be fun to start stomping on me. I 
curled up to try and protect my face but one of them kicked me in the arm- God, that had hurt 
so bad.” Morgan muttered and rubbed at his arm at the memory. “It had hurt for week and 
weeks but I never said anything because- because if I did it would only piss off my parents. I 
was a ‘known liar’ by now. I was the problem child, nothing I said could be trusted... 
Anyways later on when I was older I had an x-ray taken of my elbow after I dislocated it and 
Dr. Scarpetta had asked me about the hairline fracture. She had said it was probably from 
when I was a kid and I sorta put two and two together.” He finished as he just flexed his hand 
a little, before re-adjusting the blanket. 


“So after school had become a fucking nightmare again and I was stirring the pot as much as 
I could, I was desperate for summer to start. But, because I just could not catch a break, it just 
so happened that Armistice was back from whatever the fuck he was doing so... powers 
training again ... I wish it really had just been powers training...” And he sighed before 
going on, “I don’t really know who told him, it might have been my parents or Strider or hell 
he just found out through the grapevine but somehow he’d learned that I was Bi... I- I hadn’t 
realized anything was wrong when we went out for our first training session that summer. He 
was always stiff and cold and I hadn’t seen him in months... I- I didn’t know what was going 
to happen...” And Morgan fell silent for much longer this time, long enough Alex nearly told 
him he didn’t have to say the next part, he’d heard enough now... 


But finally Morgan spoke. He was staring at the floor, eyes already filling with tears, but they 
didn’t spill... not yet. “I- where we trained, it was out in this like, grassy field by this creek. It 
was hell and gone from any of the surrounding neighborhoods but it had this pretty thicket of 
these tree bush things. They were very spindly and stuff but there was enough of them to 
provide some nice cover so people couldn’t see us. It meant for all the world we were by 
ourselves, just like always... It seemed... fine- I- I don’t think- I really don’t think I noticed 
anything- anything at all about his demeanor that set off alarm bells... It wasn’t until he 
suddenly whirled on me and grabbed me by the front of my shirt that I realized something 
was very wrong...” And Morgan just took a second to take a few slow breaths. 


“He screamed at me- And I mean screamed. He must have only been like a foot away from 
me as he just screamed in my face. I think he had hauled me up onto my toes as he shook me, 
demanding to know of I was one of ‘those faggots’, if | was one of ‘those godless gays’. J 
was fucking terrified, Alex...’ Morgan whispered that last part as he finally looked back up at 


his best friend. Morgan could see the anger and grief at war on his face, the hate that made 
his eyes flash and the anguish that had his mouth pulling down... He watched as the grief one 
out, watched as Alex just looked at Morgan, so utterly heartbroken. And that- that was what 
finally made the tears fall. 


Because here was Alex. Here was the person who had barely understood how people worked 
when they’d first met, now grieving with Morgan over a story from his past. It- it made what 
he was saying feel so much more real because Alex had picked sorrow over rage- it hurt him 
that much to hear... 


“T-I don’t think I h-had ever been so- so scared in my whole life....”” Morgan barely managed 
around the hiccuping. He swiped at his face with his hands before he remembered the tissues 
and grabbed one up. “J-just the way he was Jooking at me, y-you know? I could see it- I 
could see the hatred. He- he was looking at me like I was the most vile thing he’d ever 
seen...” And Morgan just took a few slow breaths. When he was able to talk more normally 
he continued, “So, naturally, I told him no. I- I was panicking, but I knew enough that any 
kind of confirmation was gonna end badly. So I told him no over and over again. But he 
didn’t believe me... He roared how I was a filthy liar. How he knew I was ‘one of those fags’ 
and that ‘no dirty lying fag could ever be a hero’, he wouldn’t allow it. I tried to deny it, to 
tell him he was wrong, but he just kept shaking me- He had me held so tightly, I couldn’t get 
out of his hold and I didn’t know what else to do... And that was when he backhanded me.” 
And Morgan paused, instinctively lifting a hand to rub his jaw. It was like he could still feel 
the burning tingles on his skin. 


“He hit me so hard it knocked me down and I saw stars. Then he- He kicked me. Hard . It- it 
wasn’t like Strider and his friends... no, this- this fully grown adult man was trying to 
brutalize me. I- I was stunned. He was- was a hero? He was one of the good guys, right? He 
shouldn’t be doing this... God- God that was all I could think as I lay there wheezing... I was 
such a naive idiot back then... The world was supposed to be black and white. I- I was still 
desperately trying to cling to that idea, you know? Heroes were good and villains were bad. 
But I knew... deep down I knew that wasn’t true. This was just the first blatantly time I had 
been forced to face that fact. To deal with the grey area... But it’s really all just grey... just 
different shades of grey.” Morgan sighed and just scrubbed at his face, he was getting side 
tracked again. 


“By the time I caught my breath- he had pulled a gun on me. He had it pointed right between 
my eyes- I think, he was maybe a couple of feet away from me... I had no idea how big the 
barrel of a gun really was until it was less than a foot from my face. I knew he was armed- I 
knew he had all kinds of weapons on him, but it had- it had never seemed like a problem, you 
know? He was a hero... It was supposed to be safe...”» And Morgan couldn’t help but snort. 
Safe? Nothing was fucking safe... not for me... not back then, at least... 


“But it wasn’t... He- he had been shouting scripture at me by this point but I- I really hadn’t 
been listening. I don’t really remember much more than the sound of my own heart 
hammering in my chest and the fear- the fucking terror I felt. Most of it’s all a blur now- This 
day started to smear together with all the others by the end of summer...” And Morgan 
sighed as he pulled his hand away from his face, shifting to hold onto his legs again. “But I 
thought he was gonna kill me- no... I- I Anew he was. He wanted me dead. It was only a 
matter of time... So I acted.” 


“T created a pocket just under his foot and when he staggered, I ran . I fucking sprinted. And 
was fast too, track and all that. I darted for the treeline as fast as I could but I could hear him 
following me. I didn’t know what to do I- I wasn’t really thinking at this point I was too 
scared to... So I looked for somewhere to hide. I found this dead tree and bush, there was this 
hollow but... But it wasn’t hidden enough- I- I needed to disappear. So I made the biggest 
portal I could and- and I started to black out. It was making me so faint, so I just sort of 
tumbled in, Alice down the rabbit hole style...”” And Morgan just paused here. Just stopped to 
take a few slow breaths, because this hellish story wasn’t over yet... And he hated this next 
part. 


“When finally I woke up it was pitch black and I was in this cramped dark cube. It- It felt like 
coffin and I could hardly breathe. At first I thought he had buried me alive, you know? But 
then I remember my pocket- but I was panting and drooling and I couldn’t think. I couldn’t 
open the portal back up. I tried and tried as I gasped for air... And then I realized what was 
happening... I was running out of air.” And Morgan closed his eyes and shivered... 
Drowning had been scary... But suffocating- panting and panting but not being able to 
breathe? That was a serious phobia he had... One he’d been forced to face with dozens of 
times since then. 


“T- I didn’t want to die...”” Morgan whispered as the tears welled again. He glanced back up 
at Alex as he explained, “I- I had realized that while I was gasping for air. I didn’t want to 
die. I- I had been in such a bad place for the last few months it- ending it had started to seem 
more and more like a- a real option... But in that empty void, I realized I didn’t just not want 
to die... I wanted to live , Alex. I wanted to live and I wanted to be me when I did... So I 
made it work.” And he dabbed at the tears before they could fall this time. “I barely managed 
to get the portal back open and I crawled out sucking in deep breaths of fresh air before 
passing out again. I think it was- was like dusk when I got out, I don’t really know. The next 
thing I can really remember was waking up in the hospital in the middle of the night with my 
parents both worried sick.” 


“T had apparently been missing for hours and a search party had been formed. They found me 
lying face down in the woods with a dangerous amount of CO2 in my blood and I had an 
exceptionally low blood sugar. When I woke up and saw them- saw my Mom and Dad I-I- I 
just sobbed. I sobbed and sobbed and sobbed. I told them everything. I apologized for how I 
had been acting and how sorry I was. I told them that I loved them so much and that I just 
wanted them to love me too... And then I told them what happened and how I had run and 
hid but- but I left out the bit about my pocket because I- I still wasn’t even sure if that part 
was real... but I- I had also started to see their disbelief.... I could see the change in their 
eyes, how they went from loving and concerned to- to disapproving. It- I tried desperately to 
make them believe me... But they- But Armistice had gotten to them first.” He sneered as he 
said it. Sneered as he thought about how quickly they had gone from loving worried parents 
to disapproving A-tier heroes. It was like they had just shut off all the parts of themselves that 
made them his parents. So J shut off all the parts that made me their son. 


“He had spun them this story about how I had attacked him before running away and how he 
had just been so concerned for my safety. He knew I was hanging out in the wrong crowds 
but he had never expected me to be so violent. That what he had said. He had called me 
violent and erratic... He told them he suspected I was under the influence of some kind of 
illegal substance. And- and they believed him, not me. He was the rational reasonable adult, I 
was the overreacting dramatic teenager going through one of those rebellious phases-! 
Fuck-!” Morgan spat as he worked himself up again. This- this was the part that made him 
furious . This was why he didn’t want anything to do with them. Because of this . “I- I told 
them he was lying. I told them to get the hospital to test me for drugs. I told them about how 
he kicked me and the bruises I had- But they sti// wouldn’t believe me!” 


“TI sobbed some more, begging for them to listen to me but they refused. And then- fucking 
then, they had the goddamned gall to tell me how it was very wrong of me to lie about 
something so serious like this. And that J owed Armistice a fucking apology! They wanted 
me to apologize to him! I was so mad- I was in the fucking hospital because of that bastard 
and they wanted me to apologize.’’ Morgan snarled as he shook with emotion, both anguish 
and fury, but he tried to push it away. To stuff it back down. He needed to finish this out- to 
just spit out the rest of this nightmare he called a ‘childhood’. 


“And that was when they finally revealed their hand to me. Finally let me know what was 
actually happening. ‘Morgan,’ she said, ‘Enough. You need to apologize to Armistice before 
this all gets out of hand with press.’” And he just closed his eyes and tried to fight back the 
tears. “I had realized then in that hospital room that they didn’t love me. This was all about 
saving face for them. I was the reject kid. The failed hero. I was the black sheep and all they 
cared about was dragging me back into line. And I broke. I- I had been so devastated by it- so 
stunned that I- I just broke... And I complied. I apologized to them, to him, I did whatever 
they wanted- whatever they asked... I even agreed to keep training with him.” 


“You... what?” Alex questioned, stunned. He was- it was so hard for him to imagine that 
Morgan, that his Morgan, the most stubborn independent fearless person he had ever met had 
just... complied. I had just... given in. 


“T did, yeah. I thought maybe- maybe if I just did it, just gave in it would be fine. That things 
would just go back to normal... Dr. Haylie said I- I had a traumatic break. That- that I was 
forced into a fawn response to protect myself. It- It lasted for months... before I was able to- 
react properly again. For what it’s worth, Armistice never tried to kill after that but...” And 
Morgan shrugged, 


“It wasn’t training anymore... It was just hell. It was my daily dose of hell. 5 days a week for 
4 or 5 hours at I time... I went to hell.” Morgan muttered quietly. “He would insult me and 
scream at me and slap me- never fists, never something that would leave a mark again. It was 
all ambiguous damage. Was my face red from being slapped or had I just been out in the sun 
too long? That sort of thing... Sometimes when he knocked me down- knocked the air from 
my lungs, and he would put his boot on my stomach, just here.” And he shifted so he could 
put his hand over the spot, just below his diaphragm. “He did it to keep me from being able 
to breathe while he snarled me how he didn’t want to breath the same air as faggot like 
me...” But Morgan just shrugged again. 


“He just went on and on like that. He told me I was nothing and that I would never be 
anything more than nothing. He said it would be better if I just stopped using my powers- 
they were too pathetic to be good for anything and especially not heroics. I couldn't even be a 
sidekick with a shitty power like that. I- I had stopped trying to use my powers- to get better 
at them. I mostly just let him beat on me and insult me and... Then I’d get back up and do it 
all over again. 5 days a week for 3 months... And I just endured .... I just... complied. Like a 
broken animal... If he asked me to jump I just asked how high. If my parent asked me to do 
something I just did it, no questions asked. I didn’t complain. I didn’t argue. I didn’t pick 
fights with Strider... I was just their good little automaton void of all human emotion... But 
even that didn’t last forever.” 


“Eventually- after about a month of this- this nothingness, I thought maybe if I could just 
make it to the beginning of the new school year it would all be fixed. That I could figure out 
how to show my parents that I was good enough to be a hero and then they would love me 
and this would all stop- I- I was just desperate for something to work- desperate that 
somehow I could make it better again...” Morgan struggled to explain without crying more. 
“Dr. Haylie said that it was a normal response. That creating a goal post where things would 
be all better again was a normal response to continual abuse like that... But that all changed 
in the beginning of August.” And he swiped at his damp cheeks again. 


“Tt- It was a weekend and my parents and Strider had all been out heroing that week... But 
when they came back they had a surprise for me. They had said I been ‘doing so well’ with 
my training and chores- That I had been ‘so good’, recently, that they had gotten a hero 
costume for me. I was- was stunned. I thought this was it- now, now everything would be 
better again- that I had somehow earned it- earned their love and respect and basic human 
decency. I was going to get to be a hero now. Except I wasn’t.” And Morgan dragged a hand 
through his hair before changing his tone to mimic his parents voices. He remembered this 
part word for fucking word. 


“* Well Morgan, we ’ve been talking and... we want you to be Strider 's sidekick! Isnt that 
great, kiddo!’ ... that was what they had said to me.” And Morgan snorted when Alex literally 
growled in response. It was a low vibration that Morgan could almost feel. “Yeah, that was 
pretty much how I felt. They even had my hero name already picked out. You know the one 
Strider got to pick himself? Yeah, I was gonna be ‘Utili-a-teen’. And I would help carry 
around Strider's stuff so he wouldn’t be slowed down by the extra weight.” 


“Fucking ‘Utili-a-teen’??? Seriously?!” Alex demand, nearly too horrified by the name to be 
fucking seething... nearly. The lights were starting to dim dangerously and he could hear a 
low whine coming from Morgan’s generator so he let out a carefully controlled breath... The 
lights stayed dim but the generator stopped whining, which was good enough. 


“Trust me, [ know.” Morgan replied, words dripping in disdain, but he too blew out a slow 
breath before continuing. “But... that was the last straw. That was the moment I knew 
nothing I could do was ever going to be good enough for them. I would never be enough in 
their eyes. I knew what they thought of sidekicks. They were jokes, the laughing stalks of the 
hero world. I heard them say so dozens of times before... And that’s what I was to them... A 
Joke . So that night I decided I was going to leave. There- there was nothing left in that house 
for me... I was a literal waste of space.” 


“So I spent the next three weeks planning my escape. I bought bus tickets online and printed 
them out at the library. I packed up my stuff in secret. I started squirreling away toiletries and 
snacks and- and any cash I could find or pull from my allowance fund that wouldn’t be 
noticed. I stuck it all in my pocket and then I packed up my bag the night before... I 
remember wishing that I had a roof underneath my window like Peony did so I could climb 
out that way but instead I had to sneak through the whole house. So I waited until I was 
certain everyone was asleep before I opened my door- And Peony just about sent me into 
heart failure.” Morgan smiled a little at the memory. In the moment he thought his whole plan 
had just come crashing down and he had been petrified, but now it was very funny. 


“She was just standing in front of my door like a pink frilly victorian ghost child. I panicked 
and pulled her into my room, terrified she was going to try and stop me. But she didn’t... She 
just- just hugged me.” And Morgan could still remember that hug, remember how she had 
clung to him like she thought she could make him whole if only she just squeezed hard 
enough. “And then she asked- she asked me not to forget about her-” And Morgan blinked 
back the tears. He hadn’t managed to keep them at bay when he’d been 15. 


“T- I told her that I wouldn’t- That I never would and we both just stood there and cried for 
little while... But I had to go. It was a long walk to the bus stop I needed so I tried to get her 
to go back to bed. But she took my hand instead and- and made us both invisible.” And now 
Morgan did cry. He just let his head rest on his knees again and wept for the little girl who 
had seen enough to know he didn’t belong there- that he wasn’t safe with her in that home 
anymore. “She- she helped me sneak through the house and got me outside. She told me she 
would lock up behind me so they wouldn’t know how I left. I- I told her again how much I 
loved her- that I loved her so so much and I said that- that I would find her again. That I 
would reach out when I was older- when I was safe. She made me pink promise that I 
would... And then I left.” And Morgan just closed his eyes. That wasn’t the end of his 
trauma, it wasn’t even the end of his suffering or heartache... but it was his daring escape... 
It was death of a hero and the survival of- of himself. “...[ walked through the neighborhood I 
had grown up in with the intention of never coming back... And for the first time in- in years 
I felt... free. So I never looked back.” 


Then after a beat he opened his eyes and added, “...mostly.” with a watery chuckle. “But 
that’s- that’s the whole story- at least, the part from when I lived at home.” Morgan muttered 
and finally let his legs stretch back out again. He plucked up another tissue and just dried his 
face as best he could. He had no doubt he looked blotchy and red but there wasn’t much he 
could do about it now. 


“.. Fuck.” Alex muttered after a beat and just rubbed a hand over his mouth. 


“Yeah,” Morgan laughed, “That sums it up, nicely.” 


“T... Morgan...” Alex began but honestly he had no fucking idea what to say. He had no idea 
how to help. This had all happened years ago- but it also just happened all over again as 
Morgan basically relived pieces of it just for Alex’s sake. But even though Morgan still 
ached- even though parts of him still burned, raw and bloody, from what had happened, he 
didn’t feel... empty. He didn’t feel hollow or cold but he also wasn’t overwhelmed or 
suffocating. He... He was hurt but not broken. And goddamn, if that wasn’t true strength then 
Alex didn’t know what was. 


“T know, Alex. J know...” Morgan hummed eyes down cast again, unable to continue to meet 
Alex’s gaze. Those lovely yellow cats eyes just looked so- so full of emotion. Emotions 
Morgan was too afraid to try and name just now. Or I might never stop crying. “But I- I 
survived. And- and I’m finally actually getting help now... So, uh... thanks for that.”” Morgan 
replied a little embarrassed. 


“T wish I could have helped sooner...” Alex replied, voice soft and quiet. Quiet seemed to be 
what they both needed just now. 


“T- I don’t know if I'd have been ready sooner.” Morgan answered and flexed his toes in his 
shoes a little to help with circulation. Sitting with his knees up like that for so long wasn’t 
always a good idea. “It- I was in denial about- about just how bad it was for- for a very long 
time. It was- was easier to pretend it never happened than- than face the anguish.” 


“.. - L understand that... I-I I really really do...” And Alex watched as Morgan glanced back 
up at him and saw his friend searching his face. Alex didn’t know what Morgan saw there 
but- but sorrow pooled in his heart and softened his expression. Alex started to open his 
mouth- tried to speak, to answer that unasked question but- but it got stuck somewhere in his 
throat. A fear- a pain still clung to those memories- still clung to that time of his life and he 
couldn’t say more about it. Not yet . So now it was his turn to look away, to study the 
apparently endless void around them. 


Morgan watched Alex for another few beats, watched as his features flickered though several 
emotions, none of which were happy. But he understood. He understood what Alex didn’t 
say, so Morgan just shifted around a bit more before changing the subject. “... so my ass is 
kinda falling asleep and I don’t have headache anymore- well not a migraine, now its just a 
crying headache. But can I- can I open up a pocket now, or are you gonna sit on me if I try?” 


Alex looked back at Morgan and just frowned for a good long while before asking, “Do you 
think you’re gonna pass out?” 


“no. But it’s probably gonna make me a little faint.” Morgan answered honestly. 


Alex didn’t really like that as an answer but... he also knew Morgan would want to do this 
himself, that Alex getting them out of here would stick with Morgan in very negative way... 
And once were home I can feed him properly and then make him sleep. So he sighed and 
started to stand, “Fine.” But he offered Morgan a hand up. 


The shorter villain took it automatically but when he was on his feet, Alex didn’t let go. 
“Morgan...” 


“Yeah?” 


“T... You know that my ‘no kill’ list is just- just like a promise to try, right?” Alex asked 
carefully, not looking at his friend. 


“..yeah, I do.” Morgan responded just as carefully, but he didn’t try to pull away, not even a 
little. 


“Good...” Alex muttered and nodded as he tried to figure out how to phrase this next part. 
“T’m gonna tell you right now... It’s going to be very very hard for me to keep that promise 
for a little while... So if you want your parents to keep living-” And he glanced back up to 
hold Morgan’s gaze, voice dropping dangerously, “J suggest you tell them to stay The Fuck 
away from me.” 


Morgan didn’t flinch. He didn’t look away. He just held Alex’s gaze and felt that wicked 
oppressive pressure crawl across his skin. The shadows from the lights were longer now, as 
they stood with the light strings at their feet and Alex’s eyes looked so much more cruel now- 
so much more evil. Morgan had to actively suppress a shiver as his own vindictiveness and 
fear made his pulse quicken. “... got it.” He finally answered, voice gruffer than he meant. 


“Okay, then.” Alex said with a simple nod before letting go of Morgan’s hand. It- It was so 
interesting, touching Morgan when Alex did things like that. It didn’t happen very often but 
the thrill that shot through Morgan along with the fear and frequently a kind of malicious glee 
was always so fascinating to feel. 


Alex might have been done, but Morgan wasn’t so he reached out to stop his friend, “Oh, and 
Alex?” 


“Yeah?” He asked, turning back curiously as Morgan’s hand fell away. 


“Thank you.” 


And this time Morgan just hugged Alex. He didn’t ask, he didn’t wait for an offer. No he 
hugged his best friend, not just because he needed it but because Alex probably did too. 
Morgan had no idea what exactly happened to Alex, but listening to Morgan’s trauma 
probably hadn’t done nice things to his subconscious. So Morgan stepped forward and 
reached up to pull Alex down into the embrace. Morgan felt him hesitate, felt the surprised 
stiffness and then all at once he just re/axed into the hug. 


That- that near physical sigh of relief that rolled through his friend nearly made the butterflies 
come back. It- it felt so good to know that Alex found this sort of comfort as reassuring as 
Morgan did. And then Alex lifted his hands and slid them over Morgan’s hips and around his 
back, pulling him in closer so Alex could just rest his head on Morgan’s shoulder... And that 
did stir up the butterflies. Oh it stirred them up something fierce. Because now he could feel 
Alex’s breath on his collar and his fingers bunching up the cotton of Morgan’s shirt. He had 
slid his hands underneath Morgan’s flannel and- and- Fuck- Fuck please don t stop- 


Heat colored Morgan’s face but he didn’t dare pull away. Even if he fucking spontaneously 
combusted he still wouldn’t let go, not in a million goddamn years. So he just closed his eyes 
and- and enjoyed the private and- and unintentionally intimate moment. 


Alex knew he probably shouldn’t have reached up underneath Morgan’s flannel like that. He- 
It was definitely not a ‘just friends’ sort of thing but- but damn it, did he want it. He just- he 
just wanted it . So he did it anyways and if he was going to torture himself anyways then he 
might as well commit. He let his head fall to Morgan’s shoulder and nearly shivered when his 
friend- Just friend, remember stupid- pulled him in closer. He just closed his eyes and took a 
slow deep calming breath... and just smelled Morgan. He smelled like coffee and bodywash 
and detergent. He smelled like old dollar bills and ozone and grease. And underneath that he 
just- smelled like Morgan. He smelled like... Like home... Fuck. I’m so in love with him... 
But Alex didn’t let go. He didn’t let go despite the embarrassment and the flush he could feel 
crawling up his neck. 


And then Morgan’s fingers just lightly brushed over the hairs at the nape of his neck and he 
shivered. It was that instinctive kind, the one that starts at your scalp and rolls all the way 
down your back and into your toes. It was the kind that felt so fucking good and made you 
never want it to stop. But I have to... Nearly every fiber of his being was screaming at him to 
just pull Morgan in tighter, to turn his head a little and press his mouth and teeth along 
Morgan’s throat. His back brain was practically howling for him to just claim Morgan. To 
just hold on and never let go. Mine- Mine - Mine - 


But he had to let go. 


It was probably one of the hardest things he’d ever done. 


Alex let out his breath as a heavy sigh and stepped back. “ Thanks...” He whispered, his 
voice definitely an octave too low and he had to clear this throat as he pointedly didn’t look 
at Morgan. 


“Sure, man. I- Anytime...” He replied and- and stuck his hands into his pockets before he 
reached up and grabbed onto the front of Alex’s shirt and did something really stupid. But- 
but Morgan couldn’t help but wonder what it meant that Alex’s pupils looked wider than they 
had a second ago, like diamonds instead of slits... Don t think into it, stupid, you'll just get 
your hopes up again. 


They both stood there for several long beats as the silence grew thick with- with an unspoken 
tension... 


Alex finally couldn’t stand it and cleared his throat again. “So... We should probably get 
going. You need to sleep and eat like an actual meal.” 


“Ha- right. Uh... right.”” Morgan laughed a little and pulled his hands back out of his pockets, 
before letting out a deep breath. He flexed his fingers a little before repeating the same 
gesture he had done several times today and tore open a portal back to the warehouse. Just 
like he expected he got the little whirls of darkness but he didn’t stagger. “Uh... after you.” 


“Yeah, right.” Alex snorted and just grabbed Morgan by back of his shirt and shoved him out 
first. They both reappeared in the abandoned warehouse... and were greeted by all of 
Morgan’s shit. 


“fuck.” Morgan muttered as the portal snapped closed behind them. “I forgot we moved 
everything...” 


“Same...” Alex replied as they both surveyed the piles. “Fuck it.” Alex muttered and just 
snapped his fingers and everything in front of them vanished. 


Morgan nearly yelped in panic as everything disappeared only to suddenly feel it all just 
reappear inside his inventory. He froze for a second as it felt kinda like something had just 
licked his brain. He had no idea how else to describe it. It wasn’t painful or sharp or anything. 
It was like- like a weird slow caress and it made his shoulders hunch up. The noise he made 
was entirely involuntary. “ -Hng-ahhh. ” 


Alex just blinked over at Morgan who looked rather distrubed. “What? You can put 
everything back were you wanted it later.” 


“Yeah- No... Not that.” Morgan muttered barely breathing as he slowly got over the weird 
feeling. It had really only lasted a second but it was a tremendously unpleasant second. “I- 
Can you maybe never do that again?” 


“Teleport stuff into your inventory?” Alex asked curiously as the D-tier villain shook his 
hands and rolled his shoulders like he was trying to shake off an unpleasant... feeling. “Oh... 
too weird?” 


“Lil bit... ugh.” Morgan replied wincing. “It- It might have just been the volume of things all 
at once...” 


“Sorry... But, brightside, we don’t have to haul everything back inside again.” Alex pointed 
out hoping that the positive would help smooth over the weirdness. 


“Yeah, no... you’re right.” Morgan said as he finally relaxed a little more. “One question 
though.” 


“Shoot.” Alex replied as he offered Morgan his hand. 


Morgan took it automatically as Alex lifted his other hand to snap. “Why didn’t you just do 
that in the first place?” 


And Alex paused, blinked, and looked down at Morgan, more than a little incredulous. “ 
..Fuck .” 


Morgan couldn’t help it, he burst into laughter. He damn near fell over he was laughing so 
hard and Alex had to steady him. Morgan could hear Alex grumbling but the shorter villain 
didn’t catch a fucking word as he wheezed . Then the world smeared into straight lines of 
color and the pair vanished, leaving the warehouse as empty as when they first arrived. 


Amadeus Walker sat as his desk and frowned as he once again flipped through the series of 
photos, still seeing nothing new- nothing that would assist him. The mystery person who 
released all of Willow Tisk’s blackmail material onto the internet had seemed like a gift from 
the gods... now they were a threat. A very real threat. One Amadeus was not willing to let 
go, but the hacker was good. Good enough that the entire force of the Fairness Association 
had yet to identify them, but it was really only a matter of time. 


He sighed again and restarted the slide show so he studied each photo once more. It was a 
meeting between a former FA chairman and Tisk. They were chatting. Then they were 
leaning in close together. Then they were apart. To the untrained eye that would have looked 
like a causal exchange, two parties just shifting around in their chairs, but to Amadeus it was 
an exchange. Quite literally a handoff. A handoff that involved one flash drive. One he had 
been trying to recover for nearly 3 years. One that put his entire operation in jeopardy. One 
that had resulted in the removal of that chairman... permanently . One that had not been 
recovered during the seizure of Tisk’s assets. 


Amadeus blew out his breath and leaned back before scrubbing at his face and running a 
hand over his bald head. That drive was heavily encrypted, it was next to impossible to break. 
Case in point that Tisk hadn’t managed it in the 3 years she had had it. And Amadeus should 
know, because Tisk never tried to blackmail him with the information it contained. But this 
new player was a much more serious risk, they were an unknown. And he hated dealing with 
unknowns. 


He was about to look over the photos once more when his phone rang. He answered it on the 
second ring. “Walker.” 


“M-Mr. Walker, sir? We- there’s something you need to see. Down in the detention sector, 
sir.” The nervous woman clarified. 


“What.” 


“Tt’s- well, sir, it’s the Eternity Area, sir. It’s... Well it looked like seismic activity, sir, but 
that isn’t possible.” She stammered. 


‘Well then what is it?” 


““We- we don’t know.” 


“Ts it him?” Amadeus asked, eyes narrowing in thought. 


““We- we don’t know but... but who else could it be?” She asked back. 


Amadeus just closed his eyes and rubbed at them tiredly. “Fine. I'll be down there 
momentarily.” And he just hung up before she could responded. “...shit.””, He swore before 
taking another slow breath. Then he pushed to his feet, fastened his suit jacket button and 
headed for the door. If nothing else this might be a lead. Anything that had to do with the 
Devourer currently was. After all there was no doubt in anyone’s mind who had just only 


brutal murder Tisk but had also destroyed her mind so badly that even the mages couldn’t 
communicate with her beyond the grave. 


Meaning whoever set up the Queens fall must be working with him... 


And oh Amadeus would find that unknown player... And the moment he did, they would get 
to meet Project Spartan, in person . 


He closed his office door with a sharp click. The light switched off automatically, plunging 
the whole room into darkness, leaving only the words on the semi opaque office door visible. 


<Amadeus Walker, Chief of Internal Investigations. Fairness Association HQ.> 


Chapter End Notes 


Originally I had meant for this chapter to have both Morgan's and Alex's origin stories 
but... as I was writing I realized that I wanted to give their stories each their own 
spotlight. So for the time being (and for this fic) you will only get Morgan's backstory. 
However in the sequel to this fic~ Well, that might be an excellent place for Alex's 
origin story. 


And yes, there will be a sequel to this fic. In fact, I am going to make it a trilogy because 
I have no chill. (But fear not I will fulfill the requirements of the Friends to Lovers tag 
in this fic) 


Chapter 36 


Chapter Notes 


Hey all! Thanks for being so patient with me, I just got back from a much needed 
vacation so I'm posting 'schedule' got thrown off. 


But I do have a couple of announcements: 

First, The_Demiurge wrote an amazing story inspired by Smitten and Devoted called 
"At Sea" and you all should go read it! You can find it linked at the bottom of this 
chapter! 

Second, go ahead and take a look at that chapter count? Did you? Good, so as far as I 
know that's actuate. That is in fact how many chapters we have left~ 

Third, I have 'officially' made the outline for the second fic and I hope that will help 
resolve some of the issues I've been having trying to squish in scenes into this fic that 
actually would fit better in the second one. So maybe??? I'll be able to get back to 
posting once a week instead of doing 6+ rewrites and only posting every other week 


But that's all I've got so I hope you all enjoy! And just like always all tiktok skits that I 
directly quoted from Lighthouse are in brackets and any words or phrases in asterisks 
are bits I modified for my own purposes. 


See the end of the chapter for more notes 


Alex hadn’t been kidding about making sure Morgan took it easy for the next seven days. It 
was apparently, going to be a mandatory mental health week, but not just for Morgan. As 
Alex had put it, “This is something we both need.” And... and he was right, they both really 
did need this. They needed a break from- from everyone else’s expectations for a little 
while... and from their own. And it was... good. 


Really really good . 


They basically just hung out. All week. No work- er no like villain or other jobs type work. 
Morgan put a pause on all scheming that week and Alex actually ignored a formal challenge 
from the Retaliators. But they still did chores and stuff, just together. Like making meals 
together or doing laundry or just cleaning up. But the rest of the time they did... whatever. 
And it didn’t even have to be together. Sure, sometimes they watched movies or binged 
shows but mostly they just existed together. Morgan would just be sitting at the table 
tinkering and Alex would have a book on the sofa. Or Alex would knit while watching some 
period romance with Morgan napping nearby. Or sometimes they both just scrolled through 


various social media apps only communicating via snickering and sending the post, link, or 
video to the other without comment. 


It was just- just a low stakes week- or, really more like a stay-cation... and it had been good. 
Really good. For both of them. But... 


And Morgan puffed out a sigh as he stared out into his bedroom. It was dark. It was quiet. It 
was the middle of the fucking night. But he sti// couldn’t sleep. 


So with a soft curse he rolled back over and just scowled up at his ceiling fan again. His 
sheets were tangled around his legs but he really couldn’t be bothered to care as his 
overactive mind wandered through the same damned nocturnal musings he’d been dealing 
with all week. Because despite how nice it all was, despite how restful this week had really 
been, Morgan still couldn’t get past this one tiny itty bitty little thing... and he couldn’t even 
blame it all on his insomnia this time! 


Morgan sighed again and scrubbed at his face, but just left his hand over his eyes as the 
embarrassment crept back up and began to color his cheeks. 


The problem- well not a problem, it’s more like an- an issue. Yeah... The issue was that the- 
the tension from that hug in his inventory? Well, it hadn’t faded. Not even a little bit. At /east 
not for me . 


And it wasn’t even this was the bad kind of tension or anything! It wasn’t the walking on 
eggshells kind or the angry kind... and that was probably what was making this all so much 
worse... Because it was the needy kind. It was the kind that had his back brain telling him do 
things like crawl into Alex’s lap to nap or to step up behind him and slide his arms around 
Alex’s waist for a hug. It was- it was that desperate yearning kind of tension, the kind that 
was constantly reminding him just how hopelessly in love with Alex he was. 


Morgan had to actively resist making disgruntled whale noises, because his roommate shared 
a wall with him. You know, the roommate his was fucking in love with ? Yeah, that one. He 
was just on the other side of this wall and when left to his own devices at the wee hours of 
the morning all Morgan could think about was just how good that hug had been. Just how 
wonderful it had felt to have Alex’s hands on his back- how- how it had made his heart beat 


faster when he’d felt Alex shiver under his touch. And how Morgan wanted more... Needed 
more. 


And there was the root of the issue... Because unlike Christmas, unlike when he’d just been 
pretending to date Alex, he knew he wanted it now. It wasn’t just- just something he could 
pretend wasn’t real, or was just something he was being oversensitive about because he 
hadn’t dated someone in a while. And the aching? Oh the fucking heartache was so much 
worse now- It burned in his chest, fueled by that acknowledged hungry desperate yearning. 
And he couldn’t just runaway this time, couldn’t just escape to spiral all on his own because 
he wasn’t capable of handling his emotions properly... And- and he didn’t want to this time. 


No, no he didn’t want to hide. He didn’t want to ignore how he felt... because he was in love 
with Alex. Head over heels, in fact. Stupidly foolishly in love... And he wanted to be. And 
fuck wasn’t that just terrifying all on it’s own? 


He wanted to be in love with Alex. 


He was hopelessly in love with Alex and he wanted to be... But more than that, he wanted to 
be loved back. And the more he started to realize that- the more he caught himself just staring 
at Alex, just studying his face from across the room. Or how he had become increasingly 
aware of just how close Alex was to him- of where he was standing next to Morgan even if 
they weren’t touching... The more anxious and guilty Morgan started to feel. 


Morgan kept his hand pressed over his mouth to keep quiet- to keep his lovesick expression 
hidden even from himself. Because he did love Alex. He loved him so fucking much. But he- 
he also wanted a relationship with Alex. A romantic one. He wanted to be more than just 
friends with Alex... And the more he thought about it the more he’d realized he had for a 
while . 


Just thinking back to some of the postcards he’d sent- to what he’d put in them when he 
found out Alex still hadn’t bothered to decipher them, should have been his first clue. Fuck, 
how his heart would skip a beat whenever Alex would smirk at him after he said something 
funny or clever- or how he had developed a habit of stealing Alex’s clothes because he like 
how they smelled- or how he pined pathetically for his friend whenever he was 
incommunicado for extended periods of time, all should have been fucking clues too. 


Jesus, Peony calling me out had basically been the universe smacking my upside the head 
with the idiot stick but my dumb ass still ignored it. It probably didn’t help that it had been his 
baby sister pointing out the obvious to him and- and because... because I had been in denial- 
had needed to be... It was self-preservation while his whole world was trying to go sideways 
on him, he had needed just one thing to not change on him . The one most important thing... 


But I’m not in denial now... Morgan let his hand slide off his face and his just stared up that 
the ceiling fan some more but not really seeing it. 


Alex had a right to know that Morgan’s feelings had changed. 


He deserved Morgan’s honesty. 


I shouldnt be keeping this from him- it s- it’s not fair to him... 


But just the thought of te//ing Alex the truth was fucking terrifying. 


A part of Morgan desperately wanted to never have to say anything. That part wanted these 
feelings to just- just exist, quietly in the background somewhere, unobtrusive so he would 
never have to address them and put their friendship at risk because he was a hopeless 
goddamned idiot-! But the desperate lovesick pining part of himself was determined to make 
that impossible. 


Because all that wanting? All that yearning? 


It made him hope. 


It made him wonder. 


It made him consider . 


And that was what had really been keeping him awake. His brain was trying to figure out 
how to even start having that conversation... But all he had come up with so far was reckless 
dumb stupid ideas. Ideas like grabbing Alex by the collar of one of his very fancy shirts, 
dragging him down to Morgan’s level, and then kissing him stupid. Or shoving Alex up 
against the nearest wall, saying something witty, and then kissing him stupid. Or climbing 
into Alex’s lap, tangling his finger’s into his gorgeous always styled hair, and then kissing 
him stupid. 


His brain was being wholly un-fucking-helpful just now since all it wanted to do was 
hopscotch over the actual talking part and skip right to the making out part. 


Because the talking part is the actual scary bit... 


But no matter how much easier that seemed, logically, he knew it wouldn’t work. Not- not in 
a way that mattered. Morgan wanted a real relationship with Alex. He wanted a serious one, 
not just friends with benefits... Not that the sex wouldn t be fun and all... very very fun. But 
he wanted something... long term. Something with commitments and promises and- and 
whispered ‘I love you’s- And all at that squishy romantic bullshit! 


... Important squishy romantic bullshit... 


But he had lived through enough shitty relationships to know that the talking part was pretty 
fucking critical, so they were going to have to talk. To have an actual conversation and 
discussion. A serious one. An honest one. An all cards on the table kind of one, with no poker 
faces. Just- just naked raw emotions and feelings and- 


His heart was already pounding in his chest with unbridled fear. He could feel it racing and 
he just covered his face with both hands as the embarrassment continued to make his cheeks 
feel much too warm. God damnit-! Why was telling him about how I had been abused for 
months and months so much less terrifying than this!? 


When he got no answer, not even from himself, Morgan nearly groaned out aloud, but instead 
he just settled flailing around pathetically for a bit before rolling back over and tugging his 


pillow up over his head. This wasn’t getting him anywhere fast, like the fucking ceiling fan 
I’m just spinning in place not doing a damned thing... Fuck. 


And as he lay in the quiet silence and tried for the umpteenth time to go to sleep his lovesick 
heart circled back to it’s current favorite topic. That damned hug. That accursed embrace. 
That- that delicate private moment... one that had stirred up something raw and hungry 
inside him and... he liked how it felt. He liked how it left him warm and delighted and 
pleased when Alex had relaxed so completely under his touch- How good it had felt when his 
fingers bunch up in Morgan’s shirt as he clung to Morgan like he never wanted to let go- 


Which is just me fucking projecting! I don't know that! I dont know what the fuck he was 
thinking- Goddamnit! This! This is why I hate pining! Why cant I just think about something 
else?! Literally anything else would be better than this... He thought desperately trying to 
make himself focus on something else as if that would make his heart yearn any less. And 
when his logic and reason did nothing to quell his wishful thinking, he held the pillow tighter 
down over his head, embarrassed and miserable and perfectly idiotic, and all alone in his dark 
room. 


So alone and miserable in that dark room, in fact, that he nearly missed his phone buzzing on 
the nightstand amidst his pathetic wallowing. Morgan had it set to only make noise at this 
hour if it was someone important, like his crew or Barnaby or his sister or Ohio or Alex or- 
Fuck why do I have so many people on that list... He thought irritably as he sat up enough to 
reach for his phone, pillow falling partly away. 


But instead of it being a missed call from his crew or even Peony, it was a text... from 
Alex... who was in the other room. The hell... ? 


He swiped open his phone and tapped in his password with one hand as he squinted down at 
the screen. 


Alex, 2:56am: You good? 


Morgan blinked at the message for a second before typing back. 


Morgan, 2:56am: yeah, why? 


Alex, 2:56am: Because I can feel you worrying from all the way over here 


Fuck. 


Oh...fuck. 


Oh god- 


Oh Fuck- 


Oh Fucking Fuck! 


HOw-!? HoW-!? How had he forgotten Alex could feel his fucking emotions!? How in the 
actual fuck had he been that dumb!? Oh jesus christ- He- he couldnt feel them this whole 
week- this whole fucking time, could he?! Oh god-! Had he noticed how Morgan was feeling? 
And did that mean he knew knew? Or- or did the empathy thing not work like that? Could it 
not sense love? Was that possible? Or- or did Alex just not know what it felt like? Like with 
the panic attacks? Or- or does how I love feel differently to how he feels love-? 


His phone vibrated in his hand and pulled him out of his panicked spiral just before he started 
making plans to change his name and flee the fucking country out of sheer humiliation. With 
panic in his heart, he glanced back down so he could read the new message. 


Alex, 2:57am: You good??? 


Morgan blew out a shaky breath and lied as quickly as his thumbs could manage. 


Morgan, 2:57am: Yeah 

Morgan, 2:57am: Sory 

Morgan, 2:57am: Sorry* 

Morgan, 2:57am: Ive just got the lomdin heist on my mind 
Morgan, 2:57am: Londo* 

Morgan, 2:57am: London* 

Morgan, 2:57am: I didnt mean to keep you up 


Morgan, 2:57am: I forgot you could feel me worrying 


Morgan, 2:57am: Sorry 


Alex, 2:57am: It’s fine dude 


Morgan, 2:57am: Still im sorry 


Alex, 2:57am: And don’t apologize again 
Alex, 2:58am: 


Alex, 2:58am: I see those little dots if you fucking type I’m sorry again I’m coming over 
there 


Morgan deleted what he was typing. The last thing he wanted was Alex teleporting into his 
room while he was mid-panic spiral about whether he knew if Morgan was in love with him 
or not. That might actually kill him. 


Morgan, 2:58am: I dont know what else to say 
Morgan, 2:58am: Im not trying to keep you awake on purpose 


Morgan, 2:58am: At least not this time 


Alex, 2:59am: Oh well fucking thanks for that 


Alex, 2:59am: And I know you aren’t but do you want to talk or something? Would that 
help? 


No-! No. Fuck no. Oh god no! 


Morgan, 2:59am: Nah 


Morgan, 2:59am: I think Im just gonna go tinker for a bit 


Alex, 2:59am: ... 
Alex, 2:59am: If you’re sure... 


Alex, 2:59am: Or I could just like boop you 


Morgan, 3:00am: Nah I need to think this one through 


And fucking boy did he ever. He needed to think about a whole fucking lot of shit right 
goddamned now. 


Alex, 3:00am: Okay, but for what it’s worth you are going to pull off one hell of a heist 
Morgan 


Alex, 3:00am: You always do 


Alex, 3:00am: You’re exceptionally talented when it comes to this sort of thing 


Morgan heart skipped a beat as he read those words. And then it skipped another one as he 
thought about those words. 


He didn’t think his cheeks could get any warmer as those words sank in because he knew 
Alex fucking meant it. Alex didn’t say shit like that just to make people feel better. Alex 
didn’t do that. The texts were innocuous and simple... But if Morgan thought he didn’t like 


being complimented before? Well oh boy did he not like it now . Not now, not while he 
wasn’t sure if Alex knew knew . 


God- god he means it every time he says something like that to me too... Even- even if he 
does know- or doesn t he- he still means it- Fuck-! 


His heart continued to pound in his chest, erratic and panicked and- and deeply flattered and 
pleased and- 


Alex, 3:01am: You’re not having like a heart attack or something over there, are you? 


It took everything Morgan had not to curse audibly... or whine. Or just pray to whoever was 
listening that he would fall over dead in the next 15 seconds. 


Morgan, 3:01am: Nope 


Morgan, 3:01am: Im fine 


Morgan, 3:01am: Go to bed alex 


Alex, 3:01am: What the fuck do you think I’m trying to do??? 


Morgan couldn’t help it, he snorted. It was either laugh or cry at this point, and then he heard 
Alex curse through the wall. 


“Sorry.” Morgan laughed, letting this voice carry. It was a little breathless but nothing too 
noticeable. 


“Shut up.” Alex snapped back, before adding. “And stop fucking apologizing.” 


Morgan’s heart was still beating too quickly but at the very least he knew how to keep his 
voice in check, so after he cleared his throat his next words were tired but amused and 
perfectly normal. “No.” He snickered, “Now I’m gonna go tinker.” 


Alex cursed under his breath again before rolling over and muttering loud enough for Morgan 
to hear, “Fine. Just keep your music down.” 


He heard Morgan laugh again as he started to get up so Alex just picked up his pillow and 
held it over his head. It wouldn’t really help with the noise but it was habit at this point. 
Besides it let him hide his face and his grimace. Alex had no idea what Morgan was worrying 
about but he was willing to bet everything in his trophy vault that it wasn t about the London 
heist he was leaving for in less than two weeks... his anxiety had been tinged with way too 
many butterflies for that. 


And Alex had no fucking idea who they could possibly be for... But he knew exactly who he 
wanted them to be for- who he hoped they were for... 


Fuck, there really was no way he was going to be able to go back to sleep now . 


No... Not that one... Not that one either... Or that... 


Alex frowned into his closet as he poked through his wardrobe. He knew the power clothes 
had, he knew that they mattered. Fuck, half of being powerful- of being properly scary came 
from your attire and how you present yourself. It had been one of the more entertaining 
things he’d learned as a villain, the importance of showmanship. Or when to ignore it... He 
stepped away from his closest and went over to his dresser and started opening drawers 
looking for just the right items. 


The Retaliators had called him out again for a fight, clearly not taking his hint the first 
time... but it did get his attention. Usually, if the heroes got persistent like this it meant they 
had A Plan™, one likely meant to get rid of him or try and trap him in the Eternity Area, so 
this at the very least could be interesting. Interesting enough that he actually wanted to show 


up, just to see what they would do, but he didn’t want them to get the wrong idea. So he 
needed the right outfit... 


Ha! There in the bottom of his drawer he found exactly what he was looking for, the grossest 
shirt he could find. It had holes and multicolored stains and was fraying and... faded with the 
collar all stretched out... 


Actually, this might be one of Morgan’s shirts that had just ended up in his stuff. Usually, it 
was his things that end up mixed into Morgan’s but the inverse was bound to happen every 
now and then. Still the ratty old shirt was exactly what he needed... It- It was fine that it was 
Morgan’s, right? ...yeah. Yeah that didn’t matter. What mattered that it was what he needed 
to complete the look... and- and it was soft... He finished tugging it on as he stepped out into 
the living room and hoped his face didn’t look as pink as it felt. 


“Okay, I’m heading out.” Alex called as he headed for the door, walking by Morgan where he 
was messing around on his tablet. 


“Okay, have fun.” Morgan muttered hoping to come across as distracted but not actively 
scheming... even though he definitely was. It wasn’t until Alex had walked through his 
peripherals that Morgan noticed his appearance. [‘-Are you seriously going out like that?” He 
blurted out, shocked enough by his clothes to forget he wanted Alex to leave. 


“What?” Alex smirked as he glanced down over his atrocity of an outfit. “Is there something 
wrong with my outfit or something?” 


“Yeah...?” Morgan replied still stunned. “You’re wearing-” My “-a stained torn up t-shirt and 
those are the rattiest grey sweatpants I’ve ever seen in my entire life.” And they really were, 
which was saying something since Morgan had been homeless for two and half years. 


“T mean... yeah. But this is the appropriate attire for what I’m going to do.” Alex snorted 
before leaning back to look at his reflection in the black tv screen. He dragged his fingers 
through his hair a few times for good measure to really make it look like he had just woken 
up even though it was late in the day. 


“Aren’t you fighting the *Retaliators tonight*? How is that appropriate attire?” Morgan 
snorted, letting his body language relax more, all the while keeping his tablet angled in such 
away that Alex couldn’t see what was on it. “You’re always dressed up all fancy.” 


“IT know, but they formally challenged me *again* and if I showed up dressed to the nines, 
people would start to think I respect them and I can’t have that.”] Alex snickered and leaned 
against he back of the sofa behind Morgan. “Especially, not after I ignored them the first 
time.” 


“T... I guess that makes sense.” Morgan replied, incredibly relieved that he knew his best 
friend well enough to have guessed he was about to lean down behind him. “So... Why are 
you going this time then?” He asked despite wanting Alex to just go already so he could- 
could go do this really stupid thing... he was still curious. 


“Because they bothered to challenge me a second time.” He answered, grinning wickedly. “It 
means they’re up to something. They have A Plan .” And he couldn’t help but laugh when 
Morgan rolled his eyes at his use of the word ‘plan’. They both knew the heroes were shit at 
scheming even when they put their stupid little heads together. 


“T know- I know~” Alex went on with a laugh. “But I am curious, they might have actually 
managed to rub two brain cells together well enough to muster up a decent ploy. Besides, 
they probably won’t stop making declarations until I go.” He chuckled and pushed back up to 
standing before he stretched a little. 


Morgan who had been looking over his shoulder at the S-tier villain got an- uh, up close look 
at the strip of skin that resided just above Alex’s low riding sweats. Blonde hairs and hip 
bones- Fuck- No. Stop it. Pull it together, idiot. Scheme now, be horny later- 


Er, well- No. Actually- Thats bad too... 


Fuck. 


Hoping he didn’t look as flushed as he felt Morgan managed not to get caught staring and he 
cleared his throat a little. “Uh- So... why, do you think that?” 


“Neggh...” Alex sighed his shoulders popped at little. “Think what?” 


“Think they’d keep asking?” Morgan replied and as he started trying to recall as many digits 
of pi that he could think of off hand. All while he kept his eyes up on Alex’s face. 


“Oh, ‘cause of the wedding.” Alex replied as he let his arms fall back down. 


“Who’s wedding?” Morgan asked even more confused than before. 


Alex just crossed his arms and stared down at his friend. He waited a beat then another, 
before he raised one brow. “Your sister’s. Who is marrying frisbee boy, of Retaliators fame.” 
And Alex snorted when realization dawned across Morgan’s face. 


“Oh- duh.” Morgan muttered and let his head fall back to rest on the top of the sofa, his free 
hand moving up to cover his face. “They don’t want you to crash the wedding.” 


“They don’t want me to crash the wedding.” Alex echoed with a laugh, grinning down at his 
friend’s upturned face when his hand fell away. His hair was short again- well short-ish, for 
said wedding but it still fell away from his eyes and framed his face nicely. God it would just 
be so easy for me to lean down and kiss- 


And Alex squashed that errant thought quickly as he took a step back from the sofa and- and 
Morgan’s distracting eyes and kissable mouth. “I- Uh, I figured they’re gonna try and chuck 
me in the Eternity Area or something like that.” 


“Heh, well it’s too bad for them then, even if they do pull it off.” Morgan snorted, “You 
already have an invitation.” And he smirked up at Alex. God, this is going to be a fucking 
disaster... I can t wait~ 


“Yes, yes I do. So I won’t even be crashing.” Alex replied, matching Morgan’s smirk with 
one of his own. This wedding was certainly going to be one to remember. 


But after a beat of neither of them saying anything else, just grinning mischievously at each 
other Alex cleared his throat. “Well... I should probably get going...” 


“Right, right.” Morgan nodded as he sat up again to look over at Alex properly. “Well, have 
fun.” 


“T always do~” Alex hummed, eyes flashing as he lifted his hand to snap. 


“Oh, and try not to get too much blood on my shirt.” Morgan added with a snort and watched 
as something like panic flicker across Alex’s face. 


“Ha- Right.” And he snapped before Morgan could ask him about why he was wearing 
Morgan’s shirt, vanishing in a faint swirl of smoke and sparks. 


Morgan closed his eyes and counted to ten... when he reached one he scrambled up onto the 
sofa and half tumbled over the back of it as he tried to get to the door. 


This was a dumb idea. 


It was a very very very dumb idea, but he was sort of out of options at this point. After his 
midnight epiphany- or more like midnight heart attack a few nights ago, Morgan did what 
anyone might do in his situation... he turned to google. 


It however was very much not helpful. All he really learned about empaths and empathy 
based powers was what he already knew and that typically empaths were heroes. According 
to the FA that was because, ‘they have a strong sense of morality and justice due to their 
connection with their fellow humans’ or some bullshit like that. Morgan figured it was just a 
sampling error. Because if he was an empath that wanted to do crime the very J/ast thing he 
would want was for people to know he could emotionally manipulate them. But what that did 


mean was that his contacts weren’t going to be much help putting him in touch with an 
empath that would be able to answer some questions for him... well not a// his contacts. 


Morgan barely managed to stuff he feet into his shoes before he was out the door, keys 
forgotten in the bowl next to him but that didn’t really matter since he wasn’t going far. He 
slid to a stop in front of the door just down the hall from him. Usually, he wouldn’t do 
something like this, especially since he was leaving for Berlin in a week. A week! His grand 
finale heist was in less than a fucking month and here he was in front of his arch-nemesis’ 
door. 


But he really had run out of feasible options and this had kept him up for nearly three whole 
days now. If he couldn’t get at least a few answers there was no fucking way he was going to 
even be able to focus on the heist and the scavenger hunt through Europe he had planned, let 
alone give it his all. This was- this not knowing if Alex already knew and wasn't interested 
thing was so so much worse than just not knowing if Alex liked him back. Because at least 
then I can hope... otherwise it's... it really would be pointless. 


“Barnaby- Barnaby-” Morgan whisper yelled as he knocked frantically on his friend’s door. 
“T need your help. Open the door- Open the door, Barnaby or so help me I will pick it-” 


Morgan nearly over shot his next knock when the door opened, but he wasn’t greeted by the 
worried expression and rounded glasses of his neighbor. No, one Ohio James stood at the 
door looking decidedly annoyed. Okay, new plan- 


“What-” But he didn’t even get the word out before Morgan pushed the door open just a little 
further and ducked underneath his arm. Ohio made to grab him but the damned thief was fast. 
“Morgan-!” 


“Hi, Ohio, so nice to see you but I need your boyfriend for a second.” Morgan replied, nearly 
managing to sound causal as he scampered further into Barnaby’s apartment. 


It was a mirror to Morgan’s in layout only. Everything about the D-tier hero’s apartment 
screamed teacher. From the overstuffed bookcases, to the classy but second-hand furniture, to 
the massive dog bed in the corner that was never used (but only because Kotetsu liked to 
sleep on the sofa or bed). 


Speaking of Kotetsu, the mammoth of a dog was lounging across one such sofa as Morgan 
hurried by. He managed to pet the dog just as he ducked out of the way of Ohio’s next grab. 
“Good boy~” 


(2? 


“Morgan-! I swear to the entire Mesopotamian Pantheon if you don’t leave I’m going ta- 
Ohio swore, as Kotetsu wagged happily, doing absolutely nothing about this sudden invader. 


But that was when Barnaby poked his head out of the kitchen at the racket. “W-what is h- 
happening?” 


“Ha!” Morgan cackled as he practically leapt towards Barnaby. He did however notice for the 
first time that it smelled like something was cooking in Barnaby’s apartment. And that both 
men were dressed up- well, not any more than they usually were for work, but neither one 
was in causal clothes... And the table was set. With flowers and candles. Well... damn it. 
Now he really was being a problem and not just annoying, but he’d already committed to act 
so he just rolled with it. 


“Awwwww~ You guys are having a date~ That’s adorable. It’s handy then, that this won’t 
take long.” And he caught hold of the very bewildered Barnaby and began dragging him 
towards the guest bedroom. 


Barnaby too stunned at first to do much of anything, let himself be dragged along. It wasn’t 
until they made it to the window in his office did he managed to brace himself well enough to 
halt their progress. “M-Morgan? W-w-what’s going on?” 


Morgan only slightly staggered by Barnaby’s resistance, released him but didn’t stop his 
momentum. He went to the window, popped the lock with with a quick smack to the glass 
near the locking mechanism and shoved he window up to reveal the fire escape just outside. 
“T need your help. It’1l only take a few minutes.” Morgan replied just as Ohio appeared in the 
open doorway. 


“You demented lunatic-” He half snarled and half sighed has he dragged a hand over his face. 
“T swear I have met grad students that are less insane than you.” 


“That’s just ‘cause they’re not trying hard enough.” Morgan quipped back as he climbed 
through the window, before turning to reach back through to pull Barnaby forward- Well try 
to, at least. Barnaby stood firm and adjusted his glasses with his other hand. 


“M-Morgan... I-I-I’m gonna need you-you to tell me w-what’s going on. You’re- you’re not 
hurt.” Barnaby said in a calm tone, giving Morgan another once over to confirm that, but he 
was clearly upset. He was doing a very good job at just playing it off as eccentric mania but 
Barnaby knew what panic looked like from his friend and the white knuckled grip on his 
sleeve told him enough. “S-so what’s wrong?” 


Morgan made an annoyed whining sound and felt his mask crack a little as Barnaby just 
looked at him in that kind gentle way he always managed. He’d already had to change plans 
twice since coming down the hall, he didn’t know if he could handle being questioned on top 
of it. And no offense to Ohio or anything but... He didn’t really want to have a proper 
freakout around him. They were very much friends, good ones, they’d survived enough life 
and death situations together that he knew he could trust Ohio with his life... but with his 
heart? They weren’t quite there yet... 


“T just need you’re help really quick. I swear it won’t take long.” Morgan hedged, still trying 
to go for casual and over caffeinated, not sleep deprived and desperate. 


“H-help with w-what?” Barnaby asked again and watched as Morgan glanced away then at 
Ohio then back at him, and he could tell Morgan was rapidly trying to craft the right words to 
say in the right way to fit his audience. It always hurt Barnaby when he saw Morgan do that. 
He knew it could just be a learned behavior as a professional liar and thief but... it was also a 
trauma response. And when it came to Morgan it could honestly be either. 


“Oh, just a couple of questions. It will only take a few minutes, honest.” He laughed, all wild 
energy and smiles, but he tugged again on Barnaby’s arm. 


Frowning but not done asking questions yet, Barnaby took another step towards the window 
but didn’t go any further. 


“Questions about what?” Ohio asked rolling his eyes as he wandered further into Barnaby’s 
office (and sometimes Ohio’s temporary one when he was staying over), to join the little duo 
at the window. 


“Stuff.” Morgan replied brightly and entirely unhelpfully. His heart was hammering in his 
chest and the longer he stood still, crouched on the fire escape, the worse the anxiety started 
to get. He could feel it now, feel it twisting at his stomach and burning at the base of his 
heart. This had been a bad idea. He should have checked to see if Barnaby was free first 
before coming over, but he didn’t know Alex was going off to fight the Retaliators until just a 
little before Alex went to go get dressed. This had all been so- so last minute. Which is why 
you leave nothing to chance. Plan everything. If you were better prepared this wouldn’t have 
happened. 


And this ? 
Falling in love? 
Remembering at the worst possible time that Alex could still feel his emotions? 


Needing help because of it? 


None of that he had planned for either. 


“And it can’t wait until, I don’t know- tomorrow?” Ohio muttered, crossing his arms. 


“Nope.” Morgan answered, still only giving one word replies. 


But before Ohio could say something else, Kotetsu barked in the kitchen. It wasn’t a loud sort 
of bark, just an alert bark. Good boy. Barnaby thought before he glanced back at the door and 
then at Ohio. “W-would you m-m-mind checking on the s-soup?” 


Ohio, who had also glanced back at the bark, looked over at his boyfriend. Barnaby was 
giving him a look over his glasses. It was the ‘please do what I just said’ look. Still not fully 
understanding why, but trusting Barnaby he nodded. “Sure.” He however also shot Morgan 
one last exasperated look before turning back to the kitchen. 


The moment he was gone, Barnaby turned that same expression on Morgan. “W-what 
questions?” He asked, echoing Ohio. 


“T-” Morgan started glancing from the doorway to Barnaby and away. He wanted to thank 
Barnaby, to appreciate how well he knew Morgan sometimes but at the moment it was just 
scaring the hell out of him, so he swallowed once and tried to force himself to be calm. “Just 
about empaths. I figured you might know one or two.” 


“E-e-empaths? L-like the powers?” Barnaby replied curiously, but he also lowered his voice 
to match Morgan, not entirely sure if his friend realized he was speaking more quietly now. 


“Yup.” Morgan answered, popping the ‘p’ a little. 


One word answers again, that was bad, but Barnaby still needed to know more first. “W- 
why?” But even as he asked, he could see Morgan withdraw even further, just like he had 
when Ohio had approached. He was half ready to bolt at this point, so Barnaby went on, “M- 
Morgan, you-you know I can’t h-help if I-I don’t know w-w-what’s wrong...” 


Jesus- jesus, Morgan forgot sometimes that Barnaby was a fully licensed school counselor 
and had been for years. The tone, the expression, the words- it all just screamed ‘I’m a 
therapist, let me help you’. And probably a year ago that wouldn’t have meant much to 
Morgan- or really he wouldn’t have /et it mean much... but now? Now, he had to blink away 
tears. 


He had to swallow again and look away as he tried to figure out how to say this, “You- you 
were right. Before- when I hurt my wrist? You were right.” Morgan managed but reflexively 
he started trying to put up walls again, to go back to pretending everything was fine and that 
he wasn’t freaking out. “And now I need you’re help.” He laughed a little, “And since you’re 
a hero, you have to, ha ha.” He teased as he tugged again on Barnaby’s arm- 


But again Barnaby didn’t budge. 


“...no.” He said after a moment, when Morgan glanced back at him. “I-I don’t.” 


And he saw genuine grief from his friend for a split second before it was whisked away 
again, hidden behind that mask Morgan was almost never without. But Barnaby leaned 
forward and pushed Morgan back a little so he could climb out onto the fire escape as well. 
“P-pardon me...” 


“T-I don’t h-have to help you-you because I-I-I’m a hero.” He went on as he made it through 
the window. “B-but I w-want to because I-I’m your friend.” Barnaby clarified before smiling 
in the face of Morgan’s shock. He adjusted his glasses a little before ducking back down to 
call. “O-ohio, dear? I-I’ll be b-back soon.” 


“...Okaayyyy.” Ohio called back from the kitchen with a sigh. The second he had stepped 
away from the stove after stirring the pot, Kotetsu had done a very good job at keeping him 
in place. He had the end of Ohio’s shirt in his spectral mouth and wagged whenever Ohio 
looked back at him, feather duster of a tail sweeping the kitchen floor merrily. 


He sighed at the dog when he heard the window close in the other room. “I missed 
something, didn’t I?” 


Kotetsu released his shirt and barked once, “Boof.” Then he panted with a doggie grin and 
wageged. 


“Yeah... that’s what I thought.” And he scratched at his stubble trying to replay the 
interaction in his mind to see what he missed. He knew for a fact he wasn’t nearly as good as 
Barnaby was when it came to reading their shared nemesis. “Everything’s probably okay...” 


“Boof.” And the Kotetsu sneezed for good measure. 


“Yeah, me too...” 


Barnaby let Morgan lead as he practically sprinted up the fire escape. It was always 
interesting to watch how unconscious it was for his friend to move soundlessly. Even now 
Barnaby knew he was making a quite the racket as he hurried up the metal steps, but Morgan 
hardly made a sound and he was moving faster than Barnaby was. But he didn’t ask any 
more questions until they both landed on the gravel roof. 


The roof was bare and empty, and crunched under foot but Morgan had been tossing around 
the idea of redoing it to serve as a nice communal outdoors space for the tenants. Not that 
he’d had much time to look into it, recently. Still it was a relatively private space and 
honestly the cool air coming off the river was really helping to calm his racing heart. 


Barnaby waited as Morgan paced away, hands resting on his head as he took slowly calming 
breaths. Running up ten flights of stairs wasn’t something that should wind either of them, so 
his panting breaths had a lot more to do with nerves than anything. “...s-so why the r-roof?” 


“Tt- it was more of a last minute thing...” Morgan sighed. “At first I just thought we could 
talk in your place but then Ohio and date night and I figured you wouldn’t want to kick him 
out so... roof.” He explained still trying to slow his breathing down, still not turning back to 
look at this friend yet. 


But Barnaby nodded anyways, Morgan’s reasoning was sound, if chaotic, and Barnaby was 
really used to that by now. Morgan however didn’t say anything else, so Barnaby gave him 
another few minutes to collect himself before asking, “...S-so I w-was right?” 


Morgan glanced over at Barnaby and couldn’t decided if he was more amused or embarrassed 
as Barnaby just smirked at him triumphantly. “Yes- yes, you were right, okay.” He muttered 
before scrubbing at his face and then dragging his fingers through his hair. 


Barnaby adjusted his glasses a little as he stepped up beside his friend, who was still just 
looking at over the city scape, not quite done gloating yet. “I-I was right... meaning, a-as it 
happens, you-you do like Al-” 


But Morgan interrupted him. “Ah- Shush!” He barely managed to cut Barnaby off as he 
clapped a hand over his mouth. In turn Barnaby just raised his brows but didn’t try to push 


his hand away. “Look-” Morgan muttered, more than a little flustered at this point, “He’s the 
worst gossip I have ever met and I’m like 98% sure he listens for his own name to learn 
about said gossip. So can we maybe not... Please?” 


Barnaby leveled a look at Morgan but nodded and his friend released him. “I-I-I take it then 
th-that you haven’t t-t-talked to him yet?” 


“No. No I haven't...” Morgan replied, looking away again. God, Barnaby was never going to 
let him live his down... but honestly the teasing was so much better than the concern from 
before so Morgan wasn’t going to stop him. 


“And w-why not?” 


“Because it’s- it’s complicated, okay!” Morgan floundered and just rubbed at his face again, 
his cheeks felt so warm despite the cool night air. But when Barnaby didn’t say anything else 
Morgan was forced to look back over at him. 


His glasses were resting down on the end of his nose and he was just giving Morgan a 
disbelieving look over their rim. “It- it is, okay!” Morgan tried to defend himself and Barnaby 
just crossed his arms. 


“ Fuck-!” Morgan swore and just dragged his fingers through his hair again. “I- I don’t just 
like him, Barns- I- I-” He struggled. 


“You-you what?” Barnaby prompted helpfully. If Morgan wanted his help then he was going 
to have to explain why and the D-tier villain knew it. 


“J- I-” And Morgan made a exasperated noise as his heart pounded in his ears, god he didn’t 
think he’d ever been this embarrassed in his entire Jife . “I- I would use a different word that 
started with ‘L’.” He finally muttered, so scarlet at his point his ears must have been pink. 


“A-A different w-word that started with L?” Barnaby echoed back, as he adjusted his glasses, 
doing his best to radiate disbelieving teacher. 


“ Yes.” Morgan hissed and glowered at the ground. “And that’s as good as you’re going to 
get because- because... the first time I say it out loud I don’t want it to be to you.” And he 
stuffed his hands into his pockets to keep from fidgeting any further. “Now are you gonna 
help me or not?” 


That probably was good as Barnaby was going to get, and all things considered, Barnaby 
understood Morgan’s desire to not want that first ‘I love you’ to be said to someone else. 
Even if I did just about stutter though every word when I told Ohio... though Ohio did 
develop quite the stutter after that too... He smiled at the memory but decided to put Morgan 
out of his misery. “Y-yes, I will h-help you.” 


“Oh thank fuck-” Morgan cursed in relief, tension draining from his shoulders and neck. “Do 
you know an empath then?” 


“T-I do... but- but why do you-you want to t-t-talk to one?” Barnaby asked curiously as he 
pulled out his phone to text his colleague if they were free. 


“.. because of... reasons.” Morgan muttered and grimaced when Barnaby looked up from his 
phone again, still giving him that ‘Uh-huh, right’ look. He was so fucking good at it, it 
wasn’t even fair. [t's the damned glasses, no one should be allowed to give you that look over 
the rim of their glasses- it’s just unfair. 


Morgan looked away and kicked at the gravel a little. ““B-because I need to know what- what 
all empaths can- can feel through their connections to other people.” 


Barnaby hit send and then tucked his phone back into his breast pocket underneath his 
sweater vest. “Because... A-” But he caught himself just as Morgan’s head snapped back up, 
“Because your-your roommate h-h-has one with you?” He asked instead. 


“Something like that...”” Morgan mumbled, face only just now starting to feel less warm, but 
when he glanced back at Barnaby, his friend made the ‘go on’ gesture and Morgan puffed out 


a sigh. “Do- do you remember when I got hurt last July?” 


“Y-yes... Your-your car accident?” Barnaby answered, knowing perfectly well now that he 
had been kidnapped and tortured by the recently departed Queenclasp. 


“Yeah... well... My roommate had sort of needed to find me and- and some kind of 
connection was- was made.” Morgan replied with a shrug. “We... Well, he thought it would 
just go away on its own, but it didn’t. And I didn’t really care- I- I thought it wouldn’t 
matter... But I... I didn’t realize how many things I- I kept hidden. And that’s- that’s part of 
why I’ve been MIA so much this year...” And he finally managed to look back at Barnaby. 
“Therapy’s... kind of a lot, you know?” He tried to make it a joke but it was only out of habit 
at this point. 


“O-oh...” Barnaby replied and felt his heart ache for Morgan. He’d always figured Morgan 
needed it, but had never really pushed because he didn’t think Morgan would listen to him. It 
made sense though that Alex wouldn’t let something like that go. He cared about Morgan so 
much it would have been impossible for him to ignore... especially if he could feel it... 


“Ha... yeah.” Morgan replied, “But- but it wasn’t a problem, you know? The empathy 
thing... It’s actually been- been really nice all things considered and I’m doing a lot better 
now but- But I don’t know how much he’s- he’s been able to feel... I- I don’t know if he 
knows , you know?” 


“H-have you c-considered just a-asking him?” Barnaby asked after a beat and watched 
Morgan just grimace at him. 


“ Yeah, I have.” He glowered, “But I don’t- I- I’m not willing to risk it. Not if he does know 
and has been ignoring it on purpose. I- I can’t do that, Barns.” 


“A-and what if he-he doesn’t, b-but wants the s-s-same thing you do?” Barnaby questioned. 
He was sort of amazed how dense Morgan could be sometimes. He’d just told Barnaby that 
Alex was willing to bend over backwards to help him cope with his trauma and yet he didn’t 
see what half the world must have seen. Or at least any of us who interact with them 
regularly... 


“He- he might.” Morgan allowed, Barnaby wasn’t the first person to point out to him that 
Alex probably liked him back... that wasn’t the problem. “...but it’s like you said before... 
I’m not afraid of the failure, but the success. He- he might, but- but it might not be the same 
way I do. I don’t want... casual.” Morgan whispered, before he cleared the knot of tears from 
his throat. 


This was the part he was afraid of- truly, deeply afraid of. Things had been- well not fine, 
before now, but ambiguous enough to let him wonder without fear. But now? Now that he 
through the empathy thing in on top of it all, it- it changed everything. It changed how this 
could go- it opened the door for things to go very wrong very fast. It made this a gamble with 
bad odds... And the bet is just too steep. 


Morgan knew not to get greedy, it was the only way to stay in the game for the long haul. 
Just quit while you’re ahead, right? 


“T’ve done enough casual to choke on it...” He muttered after another moment. “And- and he 
only ever does causal. I- I... I don’t want to- to try if- if it’s not gonna hold.” 


“B-but... But M-Morgan you c-can’t know if it’s gonna h-hold unless you-you try...” 
Barnaby replied gently. He could see how hard Morgan was trying to keep it together. His 
friend was damn near fearless most days, he’d risk his life all the time if he thought the pay 
out was worth it. He was very much like Ohio in that way, both reckless to a fault... but 
Morgan was so much more guarded when it came to who he let in. He was willing to gamble 
with death but not with loneliness... And Barnaby had no idea how to help him. 


“T know that, Barns.” He snapped back before turning away and taking another deep breath. 
“J... I know that... I just- I just don’t want it fall apart on his end but- but not on mine... ” 
And he just closed his eyes over the sting of tears, willing them away before he opened his 
eyes again. “Friendships- friendships can’t come back from that and I don’t want to lose him 
because- because I want too much.” 


“M-Morgan-” Barnaby started to say but Morgan just shook his head, as he felt his phone 
buzz in his pocket. 


“I’m just trying to gather more information right now... I- I just need to know more.” 
Morgan sighed, this was way too much truth for one night, but it was a price he was willing 


to pay if he could just find out a little more. He needed as much information as he possible 
could before he made his decision. 


“O-okay...” He sighed as he reached for his phone. He watched Morgan’s eyes snap back to 
him as he did, brown eyes sharp and intent as he stared at Barnaby’s phone. He read the 
message and glanced back up at his friend, “She-she said she’s f-free.” 


“Oh-kay...”” Morgan breathed out on a sigh before he swiped at his face, just to make sure no 
stray tears escaped. Then he put it away, but all the fear and anxiety and heartache away for a 
minute so he could learn as much as he could. Finallt he nodded to Barnaby as he stepped 
closer to his friend. 


Barnaby watched Morgan for another second before glancing back at his phone and tapping 
the call icon. He switched the call to speaker and waited with Morgan as it rang. 


It didn’t take long before she picked up and a sleepy smooth rich voice hummed, “Hello?” 


“H-hello Silhouette. I-I’ve got you-you on speaker with my-my friend who had q-questions.” 
Barnaby said, before glancing over at Morgan. 


“Hi, yes. I’m Morgan.” And he had to actively resist the urge to rub his sweaty hands on his 
jeans. 


“Hey, sugar. What can I help you with?” She all but purred. 


“Mostly, I- uh, I was just wondering if you could explain how empathy powers... worked? 
Like the basics?” He asked and before crossing his arm and shifted around a bit. 


“Oh, no worries. The basics are just that. Empathy powers work just the way you think they 
should. We can detect and pick up on the emotions of the people around us. No, two empaths 
are the same, of course, but generally the stronger the emotion the easier it is to feel. And the 


same goes for the closer we are to a person, touching is usually the best.” She explained, 
before stifling a yawn. 


“T see...” And he did see, it sort of made sense too. Like why sometimes Alex would react 
more when he touched Morgan while he was... struggling. “But is it just like- like an innate 
thing or can you control it?” 


“A little of both, actually, at least for me, anyways.” She replied before Morgan heard the 
distinct sound of a cheap coffee pot being lifted off the hot plate. “I know for some it’s almost 
all just innate. But when I meet a client or am trying to gather clues I can reach out and feel 
what the people I’m talking to are feeling. It’s handy when I’m trying to find out if someone 
is guilty or suspicious.” She added before Morgan heard more clinking and the splash of what 
he assumed was coffee. 


“Are you a detective?” 


“You bet~” She laughed warmly, “I’m a good old fashion gumshoe much like Barnaby is.” 


“T-I only m-moonlight as a-a PI.” Barnaby added. 


“A damned good one.” Silhouette chuckled. “My offer still stands if you and your wonder 
hound ever want to join my agency full time~” 


“S-sorry, Silhouette. I-it’s just not f-for me.” He replied smiling a little. 


“Oh, I know. You’ve got that game you play with that D-tier thief, right? Well, if you ever 
change your mind you’ve got my number.” She teased. 


“Ha, I-I know...” Barnaby replied and now it was his turn to ignore Morgan’s pointed stare 
and obvious smirk. 


But the Silhouette just laughed her voice made tinny over the phone. “You are just the 
sweetest... Well, Morgan did you have any more questions?’ 


“Yeah, just a couple more. Do, er... well, can like, connections form between an empath and 
the people in their life?’ Morgan tried to ask in the most neutral way he could, he didn’t want 
to give her any more information than he had to. 


“Hmmm? Oh, certainly.” She replied, but Morgan could hear her smile as she spoke. “We 
even have a name for it in the community. Their called EBs, or empathy bonds. They form 
between the empath and their friends and family, really any loved one.” 


“And those are just innate?” 


“Uh-huh. It’s usually just passive thing though, so the empath in question would only pick up 
on things like pain or fear, sometimes joy if it was big enough. Sort of like how one twin 
might know if the other was hurt or how a mother might know if there was something wrong 
with her child. I actually use those sorts of weaker bonds all the time to try and find missing 
children.” 


“Oh... so it’s just that. Like a familial thing?” Morgan asked trying very hard not to sound... 
well any sort of way, not while Barnaby was right next to him. 


“Hmm, or good friends, but that is just for your basic EBs. Then there are your crushes .” 
And again Morgan could her hear smile over the phone. 


“Crushes?” Morgan asked, keeping his tone light and his face politely interested, even though 
his heart just missed a few beats. 


“Oh, yes. Empathy crushes happen all the time, especially when an empath is young and 
falling in love. Love is a powerful emotion and well, the heart wants what the heart wants.” 
She chuckled again, “Usually, it’ll start out like a normal EB but as time goes on you’ll start 
to notice more and more of your crushes emotions, particularly the ones that your crush feels 
towards you. It can be quiet embarrassing.” 


“Ha- yeah, I’d bet...””» Morgan chuckled and tried not to panic as her words sent his heart into 
overdrive and made his stomach feel full of butterflies... or like he was going to throw up. It 
was hard to tell. But what she was describing was basically exactly what he and Alex had 
figured out last December. 


That- that was- was almost a year ago- Oh god- He's- but- Hes not- No, no way- 


And Morgan had to swallow hard before he could ask his next question, “Does it ever go 
away?” He thought he did a pretty decent job at sounding normal but Silhouette still chuckled 
and Morgan could see Barnaby watching him again with that little knowing smirk. Fuck- 
Fuck. Cut it out, Barnaby! 


“Hmmm, it can fade over time if the empath falls out of love or if they stop pining and end 
up in a relationship. Then the crush simmers back down into a more usual EB, though they 
can be a bit stronger than other EBs.” The Silhouette explained. 


“So... um... So you said a minute ago that love- love is a powerful emotion...” Morgan 
muttered and heard Barnaby stifle a laugh. He shot his friend an annoyed look, but Barnaby 
was just covering his grinning mouth with his free hand, eyes sparkling with amusement as 
Morgan just stood their panicking . 


“Yes, it is. One of the strongest in my experience. Romantic, platonic, and familial are all 
quite meaningful to humans.” 


“So... would an empath be able to- to feel it?” Morgan asked and tried not to hold his breath. 


“Yes, of course.” She said. 


And there went his hope. If Alex really did have an empathy crush then surely he would have 
noticed how Morgan felt by now. 


“..but things get a bit messy when it comes to empathy crushes.” She went on and Morgan 
thought he was going through emotional whiplash. Heartbroken to hopeful in the matter of a 
few seconds wasn’t doing his heart any favors. 


“Really? Uh, messy how?” Morgan asked as he kept his arms crossed to keep from fidgeting 
but his fingers were digging into his flannel. 


“Messy, as in it can be very difficult to tell what’s your emotions verse what’s from your 
crush particularly in... emotional charged moments.” She hummed, that amused purr again 
and Morgan heard her sip from her drink. “And even then it can still be very easy to talk 
yourself out of what you feel from your crush, just like it is for everyone else when they first 
start falling in love. Especially, for young empaths who might not have experienced those 
emotions from a lot of other people before. Anger is easy to identify, but love? Oh love is so 
much more nuanced.” And she snickered before asking, “So does that answer your questions, 
sugar?” 


“Yeah- yes. Thank you.” Morgan replied, his heart racing and his thoughts all trying scattered 
in a hundred different directions. 


“You are very welcome. Oh, and Morgan?” 


“Yes?” He barely managed. 


“ Good luck .” She hummed before hanging up. 


The silence that followed was very tense for several long moments as Barnaby watched 
Morgan and Morgan looked determinedly at anything but Barnaby. His face was heating up 
again and he could tell Barnaby’s grin was only growing. 


“T-I think I s-should get to say I-I told you so...” Barnaby finally said after he was certain 
Morgan wasn’t going to say anything first. 


“Just- You - Oh! Just shut up!” Morgan stammered and buried his face in his hands. He had 
no idea what the fuck to think about what he just learned. He had no idea how much of it was 
actually applicable to Alex since most powers things didn’t apply to him... But- but he had 
enough wiggle room to hope again and- fuck it was almost worse this time! Because now had 
outside information to fuel his helpless pining. 


He fucking hated pining. It was dumb and stupid and made his stomach flipflop at the worst 
possible times and- and- 


“ Fuck-!”” He swore into his hands muffling the curse. Barnaby however made no such 
attempt to muffle his laughter. He snicker and snorted and openly giggled at Morgan and his 
misery. Some friend he was... 


Morgan shot his nemesis and annoyed glare through his fingers, “Don’t you have a date to 
get back to or something?” He growled. 


“ D-Don t you? ” Barnaby giggled helplessly. For someone who made it a habit of hiding his 
emotions and feelings Morgan certainly had a spectacular ‘oh shit’ face. 


Morgan, at a loss for words and wit, just hissed at his friend, who was now clutching at his 
sides as he shook with laughter. But at the very least it did give Morgan the chance to try and 
collect what little dignity he had left. It wasn’t much but it would have to do. He waited until 
Barnaby had caught his breath enough to be able to hear Morgan again. “...thanks, for your 
help. Now go away... please.” 


Barnaby, who had to pull off his glasses to dab at the tears on his face with his handkerchief, 
just chuckled at the fuzzy blob he knew was one of his closest friends. “Y-y-you’re very w- 
welcome.” And he put his glasses back on so he could see Morgan’s scowl with more clarity. 


“Go. Away.” Morgan muttered, one hand pressed against his mouth. 


“T-T will, I will.” Barnaby promised still smiling. “But t-two things. F-first, will you p-please 
talk with h-him now? And s-second, I-I would like to explain s-some of this to Ohio... if 
that's okay?” 


“Fine- fine. Whatever. He’ll probably think my disaster of a love life is funny too.” Morgan 
mumbled and waved Barnaby off. 


“T-It’s not a-a disaster... it’s a-a comedy.” Barnaby replied helpfully and smiled serenely 
when Morgan glared at him. “B-but will you t-talk with your r-roomate , please?” 


I’m going to have to at this rate... He thought to himself, but to Barnaby he said, “Ill think 
about it... More than I have already.” He clarified, hoping that would satisfy the D-tier hero. 


“A-alright.” Barnaby sighed, knowing that was a good as of an answer he was going to get. 
So he straighten his vest before turning to head back towards his fire escape. But when he 
reached the ladder he paused. “A-and Morgan?” 


“Yes...” 


“You-you deserve to be h-happy. W-wanting that is n-never 'too much'.” He replied and 
watched as Morgan glanced away, hand rubbing at his sleeve a little. 


“T... ’m working on believing that.” Morgan whispered after a beat, he knew Barnaby saw a 
lot more than he ever said. It must have been hard not to push this whole time, but he never 
did. He- he never tried to make Morgan do anything. He- he didn’t even try to make Morgan 
give up his life of crime. St. Bernard might say stuff like that, but not Barnaby... And 
Morgan didn’t think he would ever be able to tell Barnaby how grateful he was for that. 
“thanks, Barns. Really.” 


“O-of course.” He chuckled. “S-see you in Paris.” And he gave Morgan a pointed look, 
trying to read his expression. 


And Morgan laughed. “Nice try, dog boy, but if you want to know where I’m gonna be you’ ll 
have to figure it out for yourself.” 


“J-it was worth a shot.” He hummed before he started to climb down. He already figured it 
wasn’t Paris but at least now he could officially cross it off the list. The next few weeks were 
certainly going to be interesting. 


Morgan let out a slow breath as he listened to Barnaby climb back down. When he couldn’t 
hear his friend’s footfalls any more Morgan went over to the edge of the building and leaned 
against the low wall. 


Capital City was lovely this time of night, with fluffy clouds and a cool night breeze hinting 
that fall was just around the corner. On nights like this he really didn’t mind being up on the 
roof. It was a nice place to sit and think... 


And god I have a lot to think about... 


He wasn’t entirely sure how long he stayed up there for, but long enough that he’d gotten 
several alerts regarding Alex’s mayhem just outside the city. If he looked in that direction and 
squinted he was pretty sure he could even see the smoke but with the light pollution it was 
hard to tell. Regardless he'd been on the roof long enough, especially since he really hadn’t 
done all that much thinking. 


Mostly, he’d just spent that time decompressing, but it was time to head back down. So he 
made his way over to his apartment’s fire escape and hopped down over the edge with hardly 
a clank. It was a short trip down the ten or so flights and Morgan slid the window into his 
bedroom open soundlessly. He made a point to keep everything nice and oiled so he could 
make a quick escape if he ever needed to. But tonight he simply rolled into his room with a 
tired yawn. 


““..maybe tonight I'll actually be able to sleep.” He muttered to himself as he kicked his shoes 
off once more. Jn fact... And Morgan started to pull off his shirt. Fuck it, if he was tired now 
then he should sleep now. But before he got it half way off his head he heard a rapid series of 
knocks at his door. 


One arm trapped in this shirt and the other free Morgan just glowered in the general vicinity 
of his front door and waited. And he heard the knocks again. So with a grunt of annoyance he 
tugged his shirt back on and shuffled through his apartment towards his door. 


Again the impatient person on the other side beat a rapid tattoo against his door with their 
knuckles. “I’m coming- I’m coming-!” He grumbled in answer. And that was when he heard 
the quiet sob- barely even a hiccuping breath and another voice saying something quietly. 


“M-Morgan-?” Sniffled the voice on the other side of his door. A very familiar voice. 


And this time when his heart leapt into his throat it was with fear and not hope. He crossed 
the rest of the distance to the door in a few quick leaps yanking the door open as fast as he 
could. “Peony-?” Morgan started to ask but before he could get the rest of the question out he 
was hit squarely in the chest by a human shaped cannonball. 


“Morgan-!” She wailed as she clung to him. “I- I don’t know what to dooooo-!” She sobbed 
into his chest, holding onto him like her life depended on it. 


“P- Oh, P it’s gonna be okay. I’ll be okay.” Morgan soothed automatically hugged her back as 
tightly as he could. 


“R-really?” She hiccuped and looked up at him. Her makeup was a mess, all smudged and 
smeared from her wiping at her tears and her hair was pulled back like she had been going 
out. “I-It is?” She went on... drunkenly, Morgan now realized as he smelled the alcohol on 
her breath. 


But before he could ask about it, her companion in the hall spoke up. “Why does she believe 
you when you say it, but not me?” He demanded. 


And every bit of worry Morgan had froze into sharp pointed shards as he looked up to see 
Strider stand in his fucking hall. 


TI guess I’m not going to bed early tonight... 
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“Why does she believe you when you say it, but not me?” He demanded. 


And every bit of worry Morgan had froze into sharp pointed shards as he looked up to see 
Strider stand in his fucking hall. 


TI guess I’m not going to bed early tonight... 


Morgan reflexively pulled Peony closer, it wasn’t even a conscious decision. Just like how 
running through the exact location of every weapon he had in arms reach, wasn’t one either. 
Taser knuckles under the lip of the side table, bone dagger in the mail basket, hidden knife in 
the coat hooks, and every weapon in my inventory... And he would never be able to grab a 
single one. Strider would always be faster than him, Morgan couldn’t beat him in a fair fight. 
Not ever. 


But he sure as fuck would try on every day that ended with a y. 


Not that he needed to right now... probably. Strider wasn’t here as a hero, he wasn’t in 
costume, just street clothes. And even if Morgan knew for a fact that his brother wouldn’t 
have a single issue with beating him up, Strider didn’t actually want him dead... probably. 


Currently, he just looked kinda annoyed and uncomfortable. And Morgan was hoping to 
make him feel a whole lot more of both. 


“What in the fuck are you doing in my building?” Morgan asked, voice edged with as much 
frost as he could manage. At his words, Peony sniffled and blinked up at him, startled by 
Morgan’s tone. Strider, however, just grimaced, his jaw muscles flexing as his teeth clicked 
together. 


“It wasn’t my idea to come here.” He snapped out and crossed his arms. “Peony nearly 
wrecked my car while she was bawling and demanded that I take her here. Now you can take 
her home.” And he turned to head back down the hall. 


Peony however jerked in Morgan’s grasp, tipsy and uncoordinated, but she was an Amazing, 
she could always use her powers no matter how delirious she was. “Nooooo!” And up went a 
pink bubble around Strider. 


“Oh my god!” Strider groaned. “Peony! Would you stop it!” His voice was a little distorted 
from inside the swirling pink sphere of energy as he turned to face her. 


Morgan just grimaced at the noise and the use of powers in his hall. “Peony- Peony, drop the 
bubble and just come inside.” He said in a much more soothing tone. But she just started 
hiccuping and sobbing some more as she pulled away from Morgan. 


“N-n-nooo-aw!” She cried, and swiped at her face with her hand smearing more of her 
makeup in the process. “N-no- No, he can’t goooo-” And she staggered as she turned to fully 
face Strider, ““You-you-you can’t!” She all but wailed. 


Morgan knew for a fact that at least two of his neighbors would poke their heads out any 
second at the sound of someone sobbing. And they’ll bring the dog. He was very much not 
ready to have that conversation with them so at the bare minimum he needed to bring this- 
this mess inside his apartment until drunk Peony was sober enough to stop sobbing... So he 
took a deep breath, swallowed his rage, and did the only thing he could think of. “If I invite 
him in, will you stop?” 


Peony looked back at him, big fat tears dripping down her face, hell even Strider glanced 
over at him. Morgan held her gaze and kept his face passive while his thoughts raced. Strider 
is going to have to agree to this and then come inside at least for a bit or else Peony is gonna 
keep us all stuck in the hall. But is he smart enough to know that or is he gonna fuck it up for 
both of us? 


“Re-really?” She sniffled. 


“Yes, really.” Morgan answered, trying his damnedest not to sigh as he glanced up at his 
brother, “Why don’t you come in for a bit, Strider and we can talk inside .” And now he just 
stared at the older hero. [f you fucking bolt when she drops the bubble I swear to god I will 
sign you up for every weird stalkery cult and porn adjacent ad-campaign I can fucking find... 
And I'll send it to your neighbors with your name on it. Morgan promised to himself, willing 
Strider to be a decent human being just this once. 


It took him several long uncomfortable seconds before he answered. “...fine.” 


“See, P? He’s gonna come inside for a bit. So how about you drop the bubble?” Morgan 
soothed again, reaching out to just rub her back a little. Her clothes felt sticky, but not with 
like blood or anything. It was probably in part the source of the alcohol smell. Greaaaat... 
what the fuck, P? Did you get in a bar fight or something? 


“Oh-okay...” She hiccuped a little and finally let the bubble drop. 


And Strider didn t zip away. 


He actually stayed. He looked uncomfortable as all hell, but he stayed. Nothing like a little 
sister to make us all comply... Morgan mused as he started to guide Peony inside. She went 
easily, but still stumbled despite being barefoot Morgan now realized. Strider was actually 
holding her shoes, little strappy heels, definitely club shoes. Morgan glanced back over at 
Strider, who after another long pause, joined them in his apartment and closed the door 
behind them. 


Morgan still managed to keep from sighing as he helped Peony to the bathroom, even though 
he glanced forlornly towards his open bedroom door and his bed just inside. But he shook 
that futile hope from his head as she stumbled again. It'd been ages since he'd seen Peony get 
this drunk. “Peewee, you’re all sticky and covered in alcohol... Do you think you can shower 
without help? I can get you some spare clothes...” Morgan offered. 


“Why does she need to shower?” Strider asked, rolling his eyes at Morgan’s tone. 


“ Because unless you want to hangout at her place with her while Dave’s out and to keep an 
eye on her, she needs to get cleaned up and more sober before she goes home.” Morgan 
replied narrowly avoiding snapping at his brother. 


“T- I didn’t even drink that much...” Peony sniffled some more. “And then Sharon spilled all 
the drinks when she jumped up on the table to dance...” She rambled some more still not 
answering Morgan’s question about the shower. 


But he kept her moving in that direction, ““Were you out drinking with your friends?” 


“Uh-uh-huh... I- I didn’t want to do a bachel... bachel...” And she struggled to say the word 
right. 


“Bachelorette party?” Morgan suggested as he flicked on the light with one hand and caught 
Peony by the elbow when she staggered with the other. 


“Yeah! Yeah... I didn’t want one but my friends said we- we could just have a girls night 
instead... We were just gonna have a few drinks... But- but I dunno...” She muttered and 
rubbed at her head, squinting at the bright light. “There were shots...” 


“How many?” Strider snorted from the short little hall after abandoning Peony’s shoes by the 
door. He kept his hands firmly in his jacket pocket, clearly not wanting to stay but not leaving 
yet either. 


“T- I don’t knooooow...” She wailed, but at a lower volume now and Morgan sent his brother 
an irritated look. Strider only glowered back, but before Morgan could say anything else, he 
caught the look on his sister’s face in the mirror. The very recognizable pale greenish look, 
just as she mumbled, “...I don’ feel so good...” 


With the experience of someone who’s been there and done that, Morgan pushed her over to 
the toilet just as she dropped to her knees and he caught her ponytail before she started 
vomiting. Now he did sigh. It wasn’t the first time he’d held someone’s hair while they 
puked, it wasn’t even the first time he held Peony’s hair while she puked... and it probably 
wouldn’t be the last. Strider however, the fucking coward, turned right around and walked 
away. Oh, you son of a bitch... 


But Morgan couldn’t do much more than think nasty thoughts at his brother while he held 
Peony’s hair and rubbed her back in small soothing circles as her stomach tried to turn itself 
inside out. She was empty pretty quick, most of it was just fluids of one kind or another... 
none of it smelled great but finally she was pushing herself back up, coughing and spitting as 
tears dripped down her face again. 


She didn’t really say much besides moaning and trying to wipe at her face with her hand. 
"Hold on a second..." Morgan caught her hand before she could touch her face and snagged 
the hand towel off the rack to wet in the tub behind him. “Here... Use this.” 


“thanks...” She mumbled, but didn’t do a very good job at cleaning her face and a few 
moments later Strider reappeared a glass of water in hand. 


“.here.” He barely managed to set the cup down on the corner of the counter nearest them 
before he backed right out of the room also looking a little green. 


2: 


“Tf you throw up in my apartment, Strider, I will get revenge. A terrible and horrific revenge.’ 
Morgan threatened as he helped Peony wipe her face. Morgan only heard and grunt in 
response, but it wasn’t retching so he would take it. To Peony he said, “Peewee... what 
happened?” 


“T- I just wanted a nice night out...” She whimpered as Morgan started taking off her makeup 
while he wiped away her tears. “I- I didn’t want to drink that much.” She repeated. 


“Then why did you?” He asked gently. 


“T dunno... It just- it just happened. We- we got drinks and- and then my friends started 
talking with these guys and they bought us drinks... I-I think- but- but I watched-!” Peony 
exclaimed, hands flopping down in her lap. “I’m not dumb... And I watched them make the 
drinks at the bar and I took them back to the table myself- But- but we just kept ordering 
more- and- and then I wanted to call Dave- but- but he’s out fighting- fighting the 
Devourer...” And once again water welled in her eyes. “An-an’ I forgot and he didn’t 
answer- And then I- I went back in and I couldn’t find my phone- And we kept drinking and 
then Sharon wanted to dance and she spilled all the drinks but we got more but I just wanted 
to go home- an- an- an-” She started hiccuping as the tears spilled over. 


“Shhh- shhh...” Morgan soothed and pulled her back in for another hug. He was sitting on 
the floor next to her at this point instead of on the edge of the tub so it was easy to just pull 
her in close and let her cry it all out on his shirt. “It’s gonna be oh-kay... It’s gonna be okay.” 
He repeated several times as she just cried. 


It took a few minutes this time before she stopped and Morgan’s shirt was left wet from tears 
and snot and smudged with makeup when she finally pulled away. Her eyes were red rimmed 
now and she was all splotchy and puffy but she looked a /ot less pale now. “... do you feel 
better?” Morgan asked, voice still soft. 


“...yeah.” She croaked, still sniffling. 


“Do you want to shower? I think it’Il help.” Morgan suggested. 


“..m’kay...” 


Morgan nodded and pushed to his feet before helping Peony stand. He passed her the water 
and made her rinse out her mouth and then drink the rest of it while he cleaned up the toilet. 
By the time she finished the water, Morgan had washed and pulled out an extra towel. “Here, 
you take this and I’ll go get you something to wear.” 


“Thanks...” And she was still puff but her face was mostly one color now. “Morgan?” 


“Yeah?” 


““.. Can you... Don’t- don't make Strider go while I’m in the shower... please?” She asked 
quietly, eyes on the bathroom floor. 


Morgan made a face. He couldn’t help it. That was the exact thing he was going to do first. 
He didn’t want Strider here. And Strider clearly didn’t want to be here either. “...Peony...” 
Morgan sighed. 


“T- I wanna talk to both of you, about my wedding... without mom and dad around... 
Please?” She asked finally looking back up at Morgan. 


Morgan took a deep breath and let it out in another sigh... “Fine. But I can’t keep him here. I 
just won’t tell him to go.” Morgan finally muttered. 


“Thank you.” She replied as he turned to go. 


“Yeah... yeah.” He said as he waved her down, “Get the shower going I’ come back with 
clean clothes in a second.” 


Strider was hovering uselessly in the living room and Morgan just rolled his eyes as he turned 
for his room. He snagged a pair of shorts, a tee, and one of his thinner jackets, taking them 
back to the bathroom with him. He ducked in and placed the pile of folded clothes on the 
counter. “Here, P. You get cleaned up. If you need anything just shout, okay?” 


“M’ kay...” She said over the sound of the rushing water. Morgan nodded once and flicked on 
the fan to the bathroom as he left, closing the door behind him. 


And now it was just him... and Strider. Fan-fucking-tastic. 


But at least they actually had something productive to talk about. “So what happened?” 
Morgan...asked. He did his best not to just demand answers but he couldn’t keep all the bite 
out of his words. 


Strider noticed and his face went a little stiff as he crossed his arms to mirror Morgan’s 
stance. There were still several large pieces of furniture between the pair and neither one 
really felt like closing the distance. But Strider did answer, “One of her friends called... She 
said she couldn’t reach Dave and that Peony wanted to go home... So I got my ass out of bed 
and went to go get her. Her friends were all also ready to leave, but they only figured that out 
once I got there, of course . But... I was there and she was already in tears so I stuffed her 
into my car." He grumbled, "We were on our way to her place when she spotted your building 
and freaked out on me. She tried to put my car in a bubble when I told her we weren’t 
stopping...” 


“So what? You just caved?” Morgan snorted. 


“She burst into sobs when I told her no...” He grunted. And Morgan couldn’t help his smile. 
Peony was the baby. And no matter how much Morgan and Strider didn’t like each other they 
both still loved Peony. 


Strider caught his smirk and he snorted and shook his head a little, before silence over took 
the pair. After another awkward beat Strider said, ““Well. Once she’s out of the shower you 
can take her back to her place.” And he turned for the door. 


Morgan hesitated. He didn’t want Strider to fucking stay. Not at all... But Peony is the baby, 
damnit. “...Or-” Morgan finally spoke up as Strider was reaching for the knob. “You could 
stay... for a bit.” 


Strider paused too, glancing over at Morgan from underneath his baseball cap. It was is go to 
when he hadn’t had time to do his hair. “...why?” He asked, voice heavy with suspicion. 


“Because Peony said she wanted to talk to us about her wedding-” Morgan began but Strider 
snorted and reached for the door again. “- Without our parents.” And Morgan watched him 
pause again. 


“Why?” He repeated. 


“The fuck if I know.” Morgan answered and shook his head, before started to turn for his 
bedroom. “That’s all she said. Look, I don’t want you here, but she does. Do with that what 
you will.” And he dismissed Strider from this attention and went to go grab a not snot 
dampened shirt. But he did listen. He listened very very closely for the sound of his door 
opening... 


But it never came. 


Instead he heard Strider in the hall, Morgan could tell he was trying to be quiet but Morgan 
was so hyper aware right now he didn’t think even Alex could sneak up on him. But he also 
didn’t turn towards the door as he tossed his shirt in the general vicinity of the hamper. He 
plucked up one of his long sleeves from the drawer he'd left open. It was old and soft and 
tagless and he had long since stretched out the collar. They didn’t need to know it was one of 
his comfort shirts. He pulled it on as he heard the floorboards underneath his door frame 
creak. 


But instead of some sneak attack, Strider just asked, “Your shoulder. How did you get that 
scar?” 


It was much more of an interrogation style question than anything that held real concern, so 
Morgan just snorted, “Car accident.” As he turned back to the door, tugging his sleeves up a 
bit as he did. 


Strider only scowled in response, “You got shot in a car accident.” It wasn’t a question, but a 
demand so Morgan doubled down. 


“Oooooh, that shoulder. Nah, that was a freak pinball machine accident. Never seen anything 
like it, the little ball just shot right out of the machine.” He lied, making no effort to keep his 
sarcasm from his words as he pushed past the taller man to head back into his kitchen, he 
needed way more coffee to deal with this shit. 


Strider retreated automatically as Morgan stalked by not wanting to so much as touch his 
brother. But he didn’t let up and followed after the D-tier villain as Morgan switched from the 
pendant lights to the overheads. Usually Morgan liked the low light but with Strider right 
behind him he’d rather be able to see everything just now. 


“When did you get shot.” He continued, doggedly. 


“T wasn’t shot. I was impaled by an icicle.”” Morgan answered as he got down ground and a 
coffee mug. Just the one. 


“Bullshit.” Strider grunted, “Like hell an icicle could do damage like that. When did you get 
shot, Morgan.” 


“T wasn’t.” Morgan repeated and took slow measured breaths, one for each scoop of grounds. 
He loved the way coffee ground smelled and this bag was pretty new so it was still nice and 
strong. The scoop he used had a broken handle and Morgan made a point to pay attention to 
just how the sharp edges felt against his palm. It was... surprisingly effective and helped 
keep him calm despite how much he hated all of this just now. “It’s a burn from a rogue piece 
of popcorn. That oil gets hot, you know.” 


“A burn on both sides?” Strider demanded, tone more than a little condescending. 


“Yup.” Morgan replied as he tucked the scope back into the bag with the grounds and 
resealed the bag. “I’ve got the worst luck.” 


“When did you get shot, Morgan .” Strider ground out again. 


And Morgan actually glanced over at him now. He was standing straight, not leaning in the 
doorway, feet braced, radiating pissed off energy with his arms crossed tightly over his chest. 
He looked like someone trying their damnedest to give off imposing vibes... and it nearly 
made Morgan laugh. Because intimidating people didn’t need to try to look intimidating, they 
just were. But he settled for snorting instead and shook his head as he went to go fill the craft 
from the fridge. The nice thing about living with Alex was he remembered to clean out the 


coffee pot after each use so it was never dirty or needed rinsing when Morgan went to make 
coffee, no matter the time of day. 


Strider opened his mouth to ask again, but Morgan interrupted him as the fridge started to 
dispense water. “Why do you care, Strider?” It was an honest question and frankly Morgan 
was too tired to keep poking him just now. 


“... It’s not listed in your file.” He muttered in response and this time Morgan did laugh. 


But it wasn’t the happy kind, it was the sarcastic resentful icy kind. “Of fucking course that’s 
why you’re asking... Should have guessed.” And he turned back towards the counter craft in 
hand. 


“And what’s that supposed to mean?” Strider snapped as Morgan poured the water into the 
machine. 


“Exactly, what you think it does.” Morgan muttered before sighing and reaching for a kitchen 
towel to dry the coffee pot. More loudly he said, “It means that you only give a shit about me 
and what I do if it has to do with me being a villain.” 


“Well, that’s what you are.” He replied voice edged. 


Morgan just rolled his eyes before setting the craft down and clicking start. “I’m a lot of shit, 
Strider.” Morgan said as he turned to just lean against the counter so he could face his brother 
more. “One of those things happens to be a villain, yes. The exact way you aren’t just a 
hero.” 


Strider bristled at that, at the comparison and shifted a little. “Being a villain is a hell of a lot 
bigger of a deal than being a hero.” He sneered, just a bit. 


“Only to heroes, it is.” Morgan replied rolling his eyes again. “Look, Strider, I’m too tired to 
deal with your bullshit right now. Let’s just agree that I don’t owe you answers to shit and 


you stop asking me stupid ass questions, alright?” 


Strider only glowered at Morgan in response, and for a short while the only sound filling the 
apartment was the muffled noise from the running shower and the hiss of the boiling water in 
the coffee machine. But Strider just couldn’t help himself. ““Why are you so tired?” But at 
least his tone was only back down to interrogator levels and not ‘bad cop’. 


“Because I’m an insomniac.” Morgan replied and just rubbed at his face and waited. 


“Just that? It doesn’t have anything to do with you robbing banks at night?” Strider 
questioned. 


And there it is. Like a dog with a fucking bone... “It’s not a robbery unless people are in the 
building Stri, then it’s just a burglary.” Morgan answered his eyes still closed, they stung a 
little from how long he’d gone without sleep. Four hours in the last 96 wasn’t his best record 
but that didn’t make it suck any less. 


“So you were-” Strider started taking a step forward, empowered by his perceived ‘gotcha 
moment’. 


“Oh, will you just give it a fucking rest!” Morgan finally snapped out as his hand fell away 
from his face. “Can’t you just suck up ten minutes of tense silence like the rest of us?!” 


“No.” Strider snapped back, “If this is the only fucking way to get through to you then-” 


But Morgan interrupted him again, “ Get through to me? Get through to me?!” Morgan all 
but hissed as he shoved away from the counter. He couldn’t believe what he was hearing! It 
was like Strider was too dense to see how far he had his head shoved up his own ass. “If you 
want to get through to me Stri, how about you try fucking apologizing!” 


“For what?” The A-tier hero growled, now standing in the kitchen with his little brother, 
while they glared at each other like they were hoping to independently develop eye beams in 


the next 10 seconds. 


“ Anything Stri! Pick anything, I don’t give a fuck!” Morgan snarled but not ready to let 
Strider try to weasel his way out of his consequences just yet, he went on, “Do you want a 
goddamned list!?" 


"I haven't done any-" Strider spat but Morgan just cut him off with a condescending laugh. 


"You haven’t done anything? Do you really think you have done anything wrong? " Morgan 
bit out, wholly incapable of stopping now that the rage had an outlet. "Not the shit you’ve 
said to me ? Not the insults and derogatory comments about my sexuality? Not the shit 
you’ve said about my friend ? Shit you’ve said about him to my goddamned face!? Not the 
fucking years of bullying!? Not outing me to our goddamned intolerant parents!? Not for 
never giving me a fucking second to catch my breath after you slap me in suppressor 
cuffs-!?” Morgan snarled out his grievances in no particular order, ticking each one off on his 
fingers as he moved closer and closer towards Strider, lost in his rage, but his brother cut him 
off there. 


“Oh- I am not going to apologize for sticking you in handcuffs when I’m arresting you.” He 
scoffed derisively. 


“That- Really! ? Of all the shit I listed, that's where you want to start!?” Morgan growled, 
“You know what? Fine. Fine, we can fucking start there. I don’t want to you apologize for 
sticking me in cuffs, fuck I don’t even care that you stick me suppressors. I’m a villain with 
powers, that’s FA standard procedures. My complaint is that you yank me up off the ground 
while I’m still reeling from the feeling of all my guts suddenly being turned inside out!” 


“Oh please-!” Strider sneered, “You are overreacting!” 


Rage solidified into icy hate at that one word. The red haze Morgan saw his brother through 
became a wickedly cruel clarity. 


“ No . No I’m fucking not.” Morgan whispered darkly, nearly in Strider’s face now. 


“Suppressor cuffs only generate adverse reactions from the wearer on very rare occasions.” 
He hissed back, quoting the FA’s official statement word for fucking word. 


“Which was disproven nearly three years ago, Strider.’ Morgan breathed with enough hate in 
his words to crack stone. “Six different universities have come out with studies showing that 
over 70% of the meta population experiences adverse effects and 100% of the population 
with mutant type powers do, you ignorant jackass.” Morgan continued in a low voice, his 
words laced with winter and a barely contained fury. 


Strider started to open his mouth again, ready to tear into Morgan. He was vibrating with 
anger by now and Morgan was just glaring up at him with hate in his eyes- 


Two perfectly round, perfectly pink bubbles of energy popped into existence, one around 
each of the men. 


“ Fuck-!” 


“Son of a bitch-!”’ 


Both swore in unison as they were forced apart due to the walls of energy pushing against 
each other. And Peony stepped into the kitchen, her hand outstretched. She was wearing 
Morgan’s loaners even if they were a little big on her and she had her towel over her 
shoulders as she used her other hand to dry her wet hair. Both of her brothers had been too 
caught up in yelling at each other that they hadn’t noticed her turning off the shower and then 
subsequently hearing them shouting. She got dressed as quickly as she could, so she could 
intervene before they both ended up bloody. 


“T can’t even leave you two alone for a few minutes...” She sighed, looking between the pair 
of them and was decently satisfied when she saw guilt and surprise painted across both their 
faces. 


Slapped out of the intensity of his hate by Peony’s entrance Morgan was left a little staggered 
and panting. His heart was pounding as all the adrenaline that had been screaming for him to 
fight rushed through him. He could feel the tingle of the barrier's energy along his skin. It had 


always reminded him of the buildup of static electricity but he never got shocked afterwards. 
It was also a very familiar sensation. Peony had stuck him and Strider in a lot of bubbles over 
the years. “He fucking started it.” Morgan half-snarled, voice muffled by the bubble. 


“Yeah, he probably did.’ Peony answered but she didn’t drop the shields yet as they both 
panted, still shaking with anger. 


“Hey!” Strider snapped, voice also distorted. 


“What? You usually do, Stri.” Peony replied with a shrug before heading over to the hissing 
coffee pot. It had just finished brewing. “Can I have some of this coffee, Morgan?” 


“Fine, whatever... just save me some.” He muttered as she switched it off and got down a 
second mug. “You should drink more water though.” He added as an afterthought before 
turning away from both of them so he could catch his breath. He’d been doing- fuck he had 
tired to deescalate the moment, or at least keep himself under control, but he just couldn t. 
And now he was going to have deal with coming down off this adrenaline high while being 
this fucking exhausted and still boiling on the inside with rage that had no where to go. This 
crash was going to be ugly. 


“T know... And I will.” She sighed as she split the coffee between both mugs, giving Morgan 
more than her. She put more milk in hers than he did anyways. 


“How are you feeling?” Morgan demanded, tone harsher than he wanted, and he grimaced a 
little before shrugging in apology. Finally just jamming his hands into his pockets so he 
would stop clenching his fists... and to keep his hands from shaking where they might see. 


“Like I’m gonna be hungover tomorrow.” She answered honestly. She still felt really dizzy 
but the nausea was mostly gone by now. She couldn't ever remember getting this drunk 
before and usually alcohol didn’t make her so uncoordinated but most of that was starting to 
fade. But she didn’t say anything else until she added sugar and milk to her coffee. 


Finally she leaned against the counter, mug held in both hands as she faced her trapped 
brothers. “So... This was actually kinda what I... wanted to talk with both of you about.” She 


mumbled as she stirred her coffee, not really looking at either of them. 


“This?” Strider questioned. His edges had stopped blurring as he tried to get a grip on his 
anger again. Time was finally starting to catch up with him again so he could understand 
what Peony was saying now. 


“Yes... You two, constantly at each other's throats.” And she glanced between them. “I- I 
don’t want you two doing this at my wedding.” 


“But it wasn’t-” 


“Peony, look-” 


They both started to say trying to justify their anger and actions, but Peony just shook her 
head still looking down at the floor. “I know...” She whispered. “I know... It’s really really 
hard for both of you to just- to see things from each others perspective but... But I just want 
my brothers to be happy at my wedding... please?” And she glanced up at the silent pair. 
“Just for the one night, that’s all I’m asking.” And she swiped at the tears welling in her eyes 
again. She hated that drinking made her weepy and she’d have much rather had this 
conversation while she was determined and strong, but all she had left in her was fear and 
anxiety and she had no idea when she’d get the chance for the three of them to just talk 
without their parents nearby again. 


“Peony...” Morgan started to say but she just shook her head again and sniffled. 


“T- I’m not trying to cry right now, it’s just- It’s just happening. But- but the wedding has 
been so stressful and I’ve been trying to keep Mom and Dad from going overboard and keep 
myself from taking the reigns away from Dave and keep Amanda in the loop and- And I just- 
I would really appreciate not having to worry about two of the people I care about most 
trying to fight each other during the reception.” She sniffled and laughed but it was watery at 
best and she brushed away more tears before they could fall. “I don’t think that’s too much to 
ask.” 


It wasn’t... but Morgan had no fucking idea if he could manage it. He had tried avoiding 
Strider, he’d tried ignoring Strider, he’d tried telling Strider to back the fuck off and nothing 
had worked. He couldn’t- he couldn’t just do this for Peony no matter how badly he wanted 


to... Not by himself and he also couldn’t- wouldn’t- couldn t give in. He couldn’t just comply 
with Strider’s asinine demands or questions or whatever the fuck. Never again . So there had 
to be some kind of concession from Strider, something had to give and Morgan knew it 
couldn’t be from him. 


So as much as it sucked, as terrible as it felt to just stand there and say nothing- to just burn 
with that horrible desperate need to make her happy, he couldn’t. He had spent his entire life 
being a people pleaser, had been taught that it was the only way to get attention or to be 
loved. But he had also spent the last 6 months trying to unlearn that behavior. So he did what 
was best for him this time, even as it made his stomach roll with nausea, even as the guilt 
clawed at him for being ‘selfish’, he kept quiet. He stared down at the floor with his hands 
stuffed into his pockets and he said nothing. 


A sticky hideous silence had taken over that little kitchen and Morgan had no idea what the 
fuck his siblings were doing or how they felt, but he couldn’t let himself care. Not this time. 
So he let the seconds and minutes tick by even though they felt like hours and days. If he’d 
ever wondered what hell would feel like he realized now it wouldn’t just be pain. No it would 
be shit like this, it would be eons of waiting while he tried to keep from throwing up because 
he was so anxious he could hardly breathe. 


But finally- finally someone said something, and it wasn’t Peony. 


““What- What do you just want us to fucking avoid each other then?” Strider demanded as he 
gestured between himself and Morgan, while he scowled at Peony. 


“That’s fine with me.” Morgan replied, and it took everything he had to not sound relieved, 
even though he was. Finally he looked up again, Peony had more tear stains on her face, all 
of which had been swiped away, and Strider looked- looked very uncomfortable but was 
trying very hard to just look angry instead. 


“Excuse me?” Strider snarled back, turning on Morgan. 


“T said, that’s fine with me. We can just avoid each other. You stay away from me and I’ll 
stay away from you.” Morgan said with a shrug, playing at calm even if he still felt furious 
and sick. “If that’s what we have to do to make this work, then fine by me.” 


“You- You can’t be serious.” Strider spluttered, ““How the fuck are we supposed to avoid each 
other when you’re going to be sitting at our table? Or in the pew with me and Mom and Dad? 
Or taking fucking photos?” 


“Easily.” Morgan snorted, “Because I’m not doing any of that shit with you guys, Stri.” 


“What?” He demanded, but genuine confusion pulled at his features now and he glanced over 
at Peony looking for her to back him up. 


But she didn’t. 


“No- no, he’s right Strider.” She sniffled before clearing her throat, “Morgan’s not sitting 
with you and Mom and Dad. Not during the ceremony and not at dinner. And... And he’s not 
going to be in the official photos.” But she glanced at Morgan now, “I was... I was sort of 
hoping to catch you during the reception though? Just to take a few quick ones together?” 


“Sure, P.” Morgan replied. He tried to flash her a quick reassuring smile but he knew this 
consensus still hurt her, but they’d talked about it. Quite a few times actually. This subject 
had pretty much all they had talked about for the last several brunches. 


Strider however had been left reeling. It was like he just had the floor suddenly yanked out 
from underneath him. He’d been having this wedding planning crap poured into his head 
from their Mom for months. The family of the bride this- the family of the bride that-, he’d 
just assumed that had always included Morgan. His parents seemed to think it did. “But the 
family of the bride is-” Strider started to say, but Morgan interrupted him again. 


He snorted as he cut off Strider’s indignant ramblings before he could really get going, “I’m 
not family of the bride, Strider. Not as far as the rest of the world is concerned and I want to 
keep it that way.” 


“But- But you’re a Smolt-” 


“No,” Morgan snapped out, voice a low growl, as he rounded on Strider. “ I’m fucking not 


99 


He was at the end of his rope here, he was exhausted, he was furious, he was trying to keep 
his hands from shaking with stress and he could only fake calm for so long. And this was one 
of those things, a trigger , that he just couldn’t let go, not after having said it in as many 
polite ways as he could think of. Not after having tried to show it- to prove it, through his 
actions. But none of it was every fucking good enough for Strider. None of it ever stuck. So 
here he was again, but this time no one was going to fucking interrupt him. 


“My name is Morgan Bolten.” He seethed, “And I’m not fucking related to you Strider. Not 
to you or Mom or Dad or the whole rest of our cousins or aunts and uncles. I don’t know how 
many times I have to fucking tell you this!” He snarled, ignoring the bubble still around him 
as he jerked his hands out of his pockets while he shook with rage. “I am not that snot nosed 
brat you grew up with- the one you bullied and beat on- the one that used to play pretend 
with you and Peony! That kid is dead, Strider. And he has been for over a fucking decade. He 
was ripped to pieces one bloody chunk at a time! And I’m what was left behind. You aren t 


my family.” 


“The fuck we aren’t!” He snarled back, shocked by Morgan’s words. ““What about Peony 
then?” And he gestured to their sister. “Is she not your family too!?” He demanded trying to 
force Morgan to admit the truth and to stop- stop lashing out like this. 


“She fucking earned it, Strider.”” Morgan spat. “She earned it. She’s my sister because she 
proved to me that she deserves to have that right, to be a part of my life again. But you ? You 
and Ellen and Rob? You haven’t earned dick all!” Once again hatred was just spilling out of 
him, it found its way out and there was nothing he could do to stop it, not that he wanted to. 
Now was probably the only time he could just go off like this. Strider couldn’t get at him 
while they were both trapped in Peony’s force fields and no one was going to stop him or 
interrupt him or divert his attention. Not this time . Not this fucking time! I have had it! 


So he just let it all out. He let rage boil down into icy cold fury. He let it freeze everything it 
touched as he snarled out what should have been fucking obvious to his brother if he’d only 
every just /istened to Morgan for once in his miserable arrogant self-centered life. “You aren’t 
entitled to me - to my respect and love and support! I have no obligations to any of you! 
This-?” And he gestured to the situation they were currently in. “All of this was me giving 
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you the fucking chance to be in my life again! And what have you done with it? 
fumed. 


Morgan 


“ You have come into my home to insult and belittle me . You have done nothing but openly 
disrespect me and the people J care about . You have disregard my opinions and point of 
view over and over because it doesn’t mesh with that perfect little world you live in with 
Ellen and Rob. Shit isn’t black and white, Strider! /t never has been .” Morgan hissed, his 
voice dropping low and quiet as his frozen fury boiled down to the very heart of this. It 
evaporated away all his reservations and self restraint and left nothing but the barren wintry 
truth behind. 


“But you don’t care enough about me- about even trying to make this work to deserve the 
time of fucking day. The only reason I have still been trying to do any of this is because 
Peony asked me to. Because she wants this to work. So I did. I let her have this. But after the 
wedding? I am fucking done. I can’t- I won t keep doing this. You’ve had two fucking years 
to prove to me that I should let you be my brother and you have done nothing but spit in my 
face. So I’m done.” And he turned away, arms crossed tightly over his chest to try and keep 
himself from falling apart. Because that’s what this felt like, it felt like he was a glacier that 
was being sheared apart by forces outside of his own control. He didn’t want that ice to go- 
he didn’t it want it to melt and fall away because what would be left behind would leave him 
in fucking tears. It would gnaw at him like a starving animal and hollow him out all over 
again, just like in February. Just like the last time he got into it with Strider, and he just 
couldn’t do this any more. “ /’m fucking done. ” 


Strider for once in his life was actually too stunned to speak, he just stood there, trapped just 
like Morgan was and stared at his... brother? He had never once not considered Morgan to be 
family. He had never once thought that Morgan was different now- that he wasn’t the same 
person as before. Yeah time had passed, but it had passed for Strider too. It wasn’t like that 
had fundamentally changed him as a person. Sure he was a little different now, older, more 
hardened from being a hero since he was 15, not as naive these days... But- but he wasn’t 
completely different. And- and neither should Morgan. Morgan hadn’t changed that much... 
He couldn’t have. 


Right? 


Peony however was not nearly so stunned, but she was heartbroken. She pushed away from 
the counter and hurried over to Morgan, but she didn’t let him out yet. She- she didn’t know 
what either of them would do after so much raw bloody truth being torn out of the years of 


silence and slapped on the ground in a messy heap, but she doubted it would be safe. “M- 
morgan-?” She sniffled, “Morgan, please-” 


“No. No, Peony. I’m done. I have to be.” He snapped back still not looking up. “I can’t keep 
this sham going for any longer. I have to be me and if they don’t like it, then that’s on them .” 
He heard her move, heard here come closer, but he had to focus on calming down now. He 
had to- to do something or he was going to fall to fucking pieces and he didn’t have time for 
that. He had a life and a heist and fun shit he wanted to do next week. He didn’t want to fall 
apart again. 


So Morgan kept his eyes closed, he kept his hands on his arms and he took slow breaths. He 
focused on the soft thin fabric of his sleeves. He focused on how he could smell coffee still 
and how the spices from yesterday’s dinner still clung in the air a bit. He felt his heart 
hammer in his chest, he felt how his stomach was twisting and how his lungs and throat 
burned. His eyes stung from exhaustion and tears and how he was still barefoot after kicking 
off his shoes not 40 minutes ago. 


Did his life really have to just hit him with shit like this back to back? He couldn’t just deal 
with how he felt about Alex, no he had to deal with family drama on top of it- 


Stop... He thought as he took another slow breath. That's analyzing my feelings not feeling 
them... And he made a bigger effort to just focus on the physical sensations he felt- to focus 
on the now and not what was going on inside his own head. It didn’t help exactly... but after 
a few more minutes of slow breathing he did stop shaking, so that was nice. Eventually he 
did open his eyes and there was Peony, just on the other side of the pretty pink swirling 
energy field. Tears clung to her lashed but she brushed them away again. 


““.. [ know.” She whispered, her voice a little raw but she didn’t care. She had waited, waited 
for Morgan to be ready to talk to her- ready to talk in general, but she didn’t want him to 
think she hadn’t been listening, that she hadn’t been paying attention. “I know.” 


“What?” Morgan asked, his own voice cracking too but he cleared it away as he blinked 
away the tears that were making everything outside the bubble even more fuzzy. 


“T know...” She repeated. “I know you’re done... And- And I won’t ask you to keep trying- 
to keep pushing like this.” And she felt more tears spill over as she spoke. She had spent so 


much of her life trying to figure out how to bring her family back together, how to make this 
work. But that was her dream. She wanted something that- that wasn’t going to happen. Not 
right now, and not like this. She didn’t want to keep pushing Morgan, to keep asking him to 
try and fit into a slightly bigger box than the one he was forced into when he was little, 
because their parents still didn’t get it. This- her dream- her childhood hope couldn’t come 
true unless everyone was happy, and Morgan never would be unless they changed not him. “I 
never wanted to hurt you- I- I thought they were ready- I- I-” 


“P- Oh, Peony. Don’t cry- I know- I know you did. And- And I wanted it to... I wanted to see 
if if could work too... But it... It just can’t. Not like this...””» Morgan replied, hands reaching 
out to touch the barrier if not her, but what he didn’t expect was for it to vanish the second his 
fingers brushed against it. Then Peony was surging forward, she flung herself into the hug 
and he only stumbled a little as he caught her. He pulled her in close and just hugged her as 
she wept. And he didn’t care that he was crying too. “J- J love you so much, Peony...” 


She sniffled and sobbed and held onto her big brother. And he wept and pressed his head 
against her’s and tried to keep his sobs quiet. It was a hug they had shared so many times. It 
was one so full of grief and love and understanding. It was the same hug they had given each 
other since Morgan was 15 and Peony had been so afraid she would never see him again. 


And Strider just stood there, in that little kitchen, the one he’d only ever seen once before 
tonight, and was forced to confront something he had firmly believed wasn’t true. 


Morgan had run away for a reason . 


He’d heard Peony say it over and over. Not to their parents, not when they were kids, but she 
had told Strider. He heard what she had said, had listened to what she knew. 


‘He was so sad, Stri.’ 
‘He isn t coming back, Stri.’ 
‘He had headaches all the time and would throw up every time he came home, Stri.’ 


‘They won t find him, Stri.’ 


She had told him everything she had seen and had thought that had happened and... Strider 
hadn’t believed her. She was so much younger than him, she didn’t know how the world 
worked, she didn’t know what he knew about the situation. What he had been told by their 
parents about why Morgan had run away. 


‘It's just a phase, Strider.’ 
‘He'll come home soon, Strider.’ 
‘He just wasn t ready to be a hero, Strider.’ 


‘We'll find him, Strider.’ 


But it- it still didn’t make sense to him. He still didn’t understand. Why wouldn’t Morgan 
have told him this too? Told him everything he had told Peony? 


“Tf you want to get through to me Stri, how about you try fucking apologizing! ...Not the 
fucking years of bullying!? Not outing me to our goddamned intolerant parents!? ...That kid 
is dead, Strider. And he has been for over a fucking decade. He was ripped to pieces one 
bloody chunk at a time!” 


He wanted to leave. 


He wanted to leave right now. 


Strider wanted to get as far away from this moment as he could, from this pain. He wasn’t 
trapped anymore, the bubble had vanished from around him at the same time it had 
disappeared around Morgan, but still he didn’t go. Because- because they wouldn’t come 
after him. They wouldn’t come find him and bring him home the way their parents had every 
time he had gone to look for Morgan when he was a teenager. When he would run himself 
into the ground, until he was too exhausted to move- to keep moving. Why-contd they aways 
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But then Morgan and Peony were speaking again and Strider, still frozen in place, just 
listened. 


“T love you too.” Peony managed around her hiccuping breaths. “And I’m- I’m so sorry-” 


“IT know, Peony.” Morgan whispered as he rocked her just a little. “I know... It- it’s not... It 
doesn’t have to be never again, I just- I just can’t keep trying like this anymore. Slow, isn’t 
working... I’m just going to be me- not a me they can tolerate and they’II either accept it or 
they won’t...” 


She nodded, her head still tucked up underneath his chin and felt him run his hand down over 
her damp hair. “Okay... Okay...” She sniffled and pushed back a little so she could see him. 
Tear streaks stained his cheeks and grief colored his face with the same splotches of color she 
knew her face got too. But more than that, he looked- he looked like someone who had been 
grieving for quite a long time. Someone who had been dealing with denial and anger and 
bargain and depression... Someone who was trying very hard to reach acceptance. “Okay.” 
She breathed again, trying to slow her gasping breaths a little. 


“And I...” Morgan started, but he swallowed and had to look away for a second. This was not 
how he had thought tonight was going to go- not in the slightest but J guess now is as good of 
a time as any... fuck. “And I’m not gonna deal with them alone anymore.” He finished before 
glancing back. 


Peony’s brows pulled down just a little as she tried to figure out what he meant and Morgan 
looked away again- Alex. She realized after a beat, he meant Alex. He wasn’t going to do 
family things alone anymore... Oh... Well, then . “Okay.” She repeated, nodding in 
agreement. ““Good- good, you shouldn’t have to...” 


Morgan sniffled and swiped at his face, nodding to before clearing his throat again. He was 
very glad he didn’t have to explain any further- that she got it. She had asked him to tell her 
before he did ‘something like that’ again so this was him telling her. “Okay.” He echoed 
before squeezing her one more time- just one more tight embrace before he let her go. There 
was certainly more they were going to need to talk about, but now wasn’t the time for it. Not 
when he had a heist to leave for in 7 days and she had a wedding in less than a month. But 
they weren’t going anywhere, there would be time. He wasn’t leaving, not this time. /’m just 
not playing by their rules anymore. 


Peony squeezed him back just as tightly, but she didn’t resist the letting go part. This wasn’t 
goodbye again. So she stepped back and swiped at her own face again and blinked when she 
spotted Strider... still just here. She- She thought he would have left by now. Thought that 
after Morgan had tore into him like that, that he would have zipped away the second he got 
the chance... but he hadn’t. 


And now Morgan noticed her expression and turned to look too. Strider was just... there. 
Stiff as a board and awkward and pained and obviously upset still. But he was still here... 
The fuck? 


“Stri?” Peony asked, still brushing at her face as she stepped around Morgan to see him 
better. Strider somehow managed to stand more stiffly and just looked back at her and 
Morgan like a deer in the headlights. 


“T was...” He muttered before stuffing his hand into his pockets and felt his keys, “... just 
waiting to take you home.” He finished, tone blunt but not angry. 


“Oh... okay.” Peony replied more than a little confused but very certain that whatever was 
happening Strider didn’t want to talk about it now. “Uh, let me get my clothes.” And she 
hurried by him and out of the kitchen, making a beeline for the bathroom. Strider very much 
not wanting to be left alone with Morgan just now turned and followed after her, leaving 
Morgan in the kitchen by himself. 


And now Morgan felt even more confused than he did before, but- but he was so very done 
with thinking right now. He had thought about so much tonight that trying to interpret 
Strider’s bullshit was just a step too far. So he shook it off and turned for his sink, splashing 
cold water over his face to wipe away the salt water stains and to help cool his too warm skin. 
Peony and Strider reappeared just as he was lowering the towel from his face. Her hair was in 
a messy damp bun and her clothes were all folded up in her hands. 


“T- Well, we should go. Sorry for- for just showing up.” She muttered and tried for a smile 
but it was probably still pretty half-hearted. And Strider, still looking like a cardboard cut out 
version of himself, said nothing. 


“It’s... fine. I’d rather you come, than not.” Morgan answered honestly, tossing the towel 
back onto the counter before he approached, more or less walking them to the door. 


“Thanks... Pll bring you your clothes back as soon as I get the chance.” Peony went on as 
they moved through the relatively dark apartment, the only light on was in the kitchen... And 
it had been that way when they arrived. She tried not to wince as it only now occurred to her 
that she may have woken up Morgan. Especially now that she was aware enough to really see 
how dark the circles under his eyes were. “You should get some sleep, Morgan.” 


And he only snorted back as he rubbed one hand over his exhausted face. “You don’t say...”, 
he muttered into his hand before just giving her a sideways look. “And you need to drink 
more water.” 


“Heh, yeah, yeah... Touche.” She replied and hoped she could drink enough to at least curb 
her hangover or else tomorrow was gonna suck so bad. 


“Goodnight, Peony.” Morgan chuckled a little as they reached the door, then reluctantly he 
glanced over towards... the other A-tier hero, “Strider.” He muttered curtly and the taller man 
only nodded back, still not saying a word and Morgan couldn’t have been happier for it. He 
was so ready to be done now it wasn’t even funny. 


So it was really a shame then that big things always happened in threes. Morgan would have 
been just fine with only two crises tonight, honest. Really that would have been the surprising 
part, the universe shaking it up a little to keep him on his toes... But no. No, it just had to be 
chaotically consistent in it’s efforts to fuck up his life. 


“Hey, Morgan!” Alex called out as he materialized in the apartment, grinning broadly. Blood 
splattered his face and clothes, along with what looked like ruble dust and debris. “You'll 
never guess-” But then his brilliant glowing cat’s eyes locked onto the additional people in 
the apartment with Morgan. 


If Morgan had had the time to curse he would have. If he'd had the energy to curse he would 
have. Hell, if he'd had the mental capacity to just think a swear he would have. But he didn’t. 
He had none of that. No time, no energy, no chance to stop and think. All he could do was 
act. 


Before anyone else even thought to move Morgan was already half way to Alex when he 
snarled. 


“ What the fuck-”’ Alex began, his focus only on the A-tier heroes across from him. And 
really only on one of them in particular, but his tone and focus abruptly changed as Morgan 
just flopped forwards. His head thunking solidly against Alex’s sternum as he leaned face 
first against Alex his arms dangling in between them. “...are you doing?” Alex finished as he 
just started down at the top of Morgan's head, utterly confused. 


“ Nooo .” Was all Morgan whined. 


“No... what?” Alex asked, still taken off-guard as he blinked down at his friend. 


“No to this. 1am way way way too fucking tired to deal with another goddamned high stress 
situation tonight. Just no.” Morgan muttered, words muffled as he continued to just lean 
against Alex, putting his whole body weight into it and effectively holding him in place. 


“Another? But- I- But I haven’t even been gone that long???” Alex demanded and he glanced 
up at the two heroes who also appeared to be frozen in place. Peony was damp, puffy eyed, 
and wearing Morgan’s clothes. And Strider looked like the devil himself had just appeared in 
front of him. Good. But before he could so much as ask them a question Morgan replied. 


“ IT know.” He complained loudly. 


“So... what? You’re just gonna lean against me instead?” Alex asked brow raised as Morgan 
just pressed his face against him more heavily, feet sliding backwards a little more to increase 
the pressure. 


This was surprisingly effective all things considered and... was really a win as far as Morgan 
was concerned. He was just so goddamned tired. “Yes... I’m de-escalating the situation.” 
Morgan answered even more muffled now. 


Alex just made a face as he stared down at Morgan, he could feel his breath now as it tickled 
along his skin whenever his friend spoke. The shirt was very thin and... he actually didn’t 
mind this particular situation even if it confused the fuck out of him. “How so?” He asked, 
tilting his head a little. 


“Well, I’m serving as both a distraction and a restraint.”” Morgan muttered. “Because now you 
are paying attention to me and not my siblings, who I invited in of my own free will and if 
they had any goddamned sense would be fucking leaving right now-!” Morgan said the last 
part more loudly so he knew they would hear him. Right on cue Morgan heard scrambling 
and the door opening. 


“Night, Morgan! Night, Alex!” Peony called back over her shoulder as she ducked 
underneath Strider’s arm while he shoved her out the door. 


Alex, still wholly lost by what was happening, just waved a little at Peony’s grinning but tear 
smudged face before the door was slammed closed. “... and you think you are also restraining 
me too?” Alex asked curiously. 


“Yeah... I’m too tired to stand back up again, so if you move to try and go after them I’1l fall 
on my face.” Morgan explained with a shrug. Even if this didn’t work and he did fall on his 
face Morgan was pretty sure he actually wouldn’t care. He would just stay there and go to 
sleep. 


“And... you think that’s going to stop me, why?” Alex questioned, as he put one hand on his 
hip. 


“Move then.” Morgan replied and then he just waited . 


And waited... 


And waited... 


And soon a tired grin slowly spread across his face as Alex stayed exactly where he was. 


“Ha.” Morgan snorted triumphantly but still he didn’t move. He really was too tired to stand 
up again. His eyes stung with exhaustion and his arms felt like they were made of lead... And 
Alex was warm and home and dear god did that make such a huge difference. He was real 
and there and the longer Morgan stood like this the more he began to relax. Just breathing in 
and smelling Alex’s cologne mixed with the irony tang of blood and fresh soot was only 
putting him to sleep faster. Thank god you’re home... 


“So? Now what?” Alex huffed, annoyed that Morgan was absolutely right about what he 
would do in a situation like this, especially, when he could feel just how strung out Morgan 
was at the moment. So many conflicting emotions all just roiling under the surface, but none 
of them were distinct, not even with Morgan literally pressing his face against Alex. “Are we 
just going to stand here all night?” 


But Morgan didn’t answer right away. He just took slow even breaths. Alex nearly poked him 
just to check if he had actually fallen asleep or not, but Morgan finally stirred. 


“Nope.” And Morgan muttered as he pulled himself back into the present. He fought his 
way back up to standing, lifting his hands to Alex’s torso so he could push himself up right. 
But instead of just backing away he took hold of Alex’s arm and started to blearily drag him 
along. 


“Now what?” Alex demanded rolling his eyes and Morgan pulled him through the apartment. 
Free hand carelessly reaching out to flick off the light in the kitchen as he went, sending the 
space into ambient darkness. But that didn’t slow Morgan down in the slightest. 


“T’m making sure you don’t leave to go interrogate and or maim them until I've had a chance 
to explain what happened.” Morgan mumbled as he pushed the door open to his room, 
rubbing at his tired eyes. 


“Oh... kay.” Alex replied still confused as Morgan tugged him over to his bed. “So why are 
we in your room then?” 


“Because I am too fucking tired to have that conversation now.” He whined, eyes stinging 
just a bit. He was so far past done. He just- he just couldn t tonight. He couldn’t anything 
anymore. “It’s gonna have to wait until morning.” 


“T don’t see-” Alex began before Morgan unceremoniously shoved him. It wasn’t a little one 
either, it was a proper two handed shove and it sent Alex tumbling backwards only to end up 
sprawled across Morgan’s bed. He barely managed to catch his breath before Morgan just 
flopped down on top of him. “Morgan-!” Alex complained none too quietly. 


This wasn’t the first, second, or even third time this had happened since he had met Morgan, 
and he very much doubted it would be the last but... But something about knowing that he 
was both attracted to and in love with Morgan only to have him then shove Alex into his bed 
before squirming around on top of him so he could get comfortable really hit different. So he 
did the only thing he could do just now. Complain. “Morgan- would you just- Oh cut it out-!” 


But Morgan in no way heeded his words as he manhandled Alex until he was satisfied. And 
Alex just let him lest he do something like accidentally hurt his clearly over tired friend. Or 
grab his hands roll over and pin him to the bed... 


Tam in hell. 


This is what hell feels like. 


Finally Morgan stopped pushing and shifting and somehow they were both under the covers 
and Morgan was curled against his side, one arm flung over him to keep him in place. It 
reminded Alex quite a bit of last Christmas and how he had woken up to Morgan cuddling 
with him like this nearly every morning. But instead of saying something about how much he 
secretly liked this, he huffed and scowled up at the dark ceiling. “Are you done now?” 


“Yes, now shut up. I’m trying to sleep.” Morgan mumbled. 


“You do know I am filthy and covered in blood, right?” Alex asked and to his surprise 
Morgan just snuggled in closer, pressing his face against Alex’s shoulder. 


“And I am physically incapable of caring about another thing right now...” He replied voice 
already thick with sleep and muffled by Alex’s arm. 


“You’re ridiculous.” Alex snorted but he made no effort to pull away. Sure he had planned to 
do a couple of other things tonight but... this was better if he was being honest. Even if 
Morgan was absolutely being ridiculous. 


“Probably...” Morgan mumbled back but even though he was exhausted- even though he 
couldn’t possible do something else right now besides sleep... His anxiety was restless. It 
made him think about everything that just happened. It made him thinking about things that 
had been said and bridges that had been burned. It made him think about his fears and hopes 
and the terror of what the future might hold. So instead of just leaving it there- instead of just 
falling asleep he went on much more quietly now, his throat clogged with emotions, “ 
...thanks for putting up with it. ” 


“JT...” Alex whispered back, surprised by the rawness in his words, the same rawness and 
strain he could feel twisting in his stomach as Morgan’s worries clawed at him even now- 
even when he was this tired. “Yeah, dude... What are friends for?” 


““.. [honestly don’t know...” Morgan whispered back and wished the tears would just stay 
away, hadn’t he cried enough for one night? But they stung at his closed eyes even when he 
squeezed them closed tighter. Still it did nothing to keep the drops from escaping. And it did 
nothing to keep his next words to himself. “. ..but J can t lose you...” 


“ Morgan...’ Alex whispered as concern had him starting to move, to sit up. Something 
happened- something major if both Peony and Strider were over, how could it not have? But 
the second he moved Morgan suddenly tightened his grip on Alex. His hold went from casual 
and loose to painfully desperate, his fingers bunching up in Alex’s shirt, clinging to the fabric 
to hold him in place. So Alex relaxed and just lifted one of his hands to rest over Morgan’s, 
where it was hanging onto him. “... what happened?” 


“Tt’s- it’s not important right now...” Morgan barely managed as he tried to swallow back the 
tears- to stop them from dripping down the side of his face and staining his pillow or soaking 
into Alex’s sleeve. 


“..Are you sure?” Alex asked, as gently as he could. Morgan was... was emotionally 
crashing, maybe? Alex wasn't entirely sure but he clearly didn't want to be alone while he 
came back down from whatever high stress thing that had just happened. 


“Y-yeah..." Morgan sniffled. "I'll tell you about it in the morning, I promise. It was... just 
kinda a lot.” And I just can't- Please I just cant right now. Morgan thought desperately, 
trying to make Alex understand. And to his surprise Alex shifted again, but not to get up. He 
pulled Morgan closer so he was half laying on top of Alex. His head once again resting on 
Alex’s chest and Alex's other arm slid around him to cuddle him in close. 


And then the tears really began to spill over. Morgan curled into Alex and wept, shallow 
hiccuping breaths more the focus of this crying jag than the water works. He shook and 
shivered and just- just let it happen. He stopped trying to contain it, to choke it back down. 
And Alex just held him... He just stayed. 


I love you- I love you so much- I- I can't lose you- 


It didn't take long for his breathing to level out again but Alex kept slowly rubbing his back. 
".I'm- I'm sorry... I’m just-just really really tired .’ Morgan whispered, fingers still curled 
tightly in Alex’s shirt. 


“T know..." Alex whispered back, his voice nearly a hum underneath Morgan’s head. "So 
sleep. ’'m... I’m not going anywhere, Morgan." And Alex meant it. He wasn’t going 
anywhere. No being in the universe was strong enough to pry him away from Morgan. 


“ Thank you .” Morgan breathed and in moments his breathing had slowed. 


Alex listened to his heartbeat finally start to slow as well. It had been beating so fast from the 
second he got home until right now. It was like Morgan could only manage to slow down 
when he was asleep. It was like Morgan could only ever relax when he was asleep... or 
maybe he can't manage to sleep because he can never relax enough to manage it. 


And Alex was once again reminded of Morgan’s off-hand admission a few months ago. 


"..Have I, uh, ever mentioned that it’s easier to sleep when you’re around?... It’s just like, 
when you're around I- I feel really, um, safe..." 


No... No he wasn't going anywhere . Being safe was so much more important. 


“ Always...” 


*Elsewhere* 


It was a quiet night, on a quiet street, in a quiet neighborhood. All the streetlights were lit and 
the lawns were well kept. Each little house sat maybe just a little too close to each other but 
that’s what happens in newer developments these days. It just means all the neighbors have 
good curtains and even better gossip. It was a good ordinary little block of suburbia, full of 
good ordinary little families with parents who worked in Capital City and put up with the 
lengthy commute because they liked the house or the school district or the quiet life out of 
the way of all that big city hustle and bustle. 


But that didn’t mean the big city problems stayed in the big city. No, sometimes in the dead 
of night they crept into neighborhoods just like this one. They hid in shadows and slunk 
around pittling little home security cameras. They stayed unnoticed, unseen. 


The door on the minivan parked in front of an unassuming house with pretty little plants in 
pots all along the front porch, opened without its key. The glint of metal sparkled just along 
the wrist between the glove and sleeve of this particular big city problem as they reached for 
something in their back pocket. They opened up the black tactical pouch and pulled out a 
phone, one with a sparkling pink and teal marble pattern case. The figure all in black held the 
power button on the phone down until it lit up. Then that gloved hand tossed the phone down 
onto the floor area of the front passenger seat. 


Inside the van, down on the floor the phone chirped once as it finished turning back on 
casting a blue glow all round the front passenger seat. And the lock screen on that pretty little 
phone with that pretty little case? Well... it was a photo of an adorable couple, smiling at 
each other and not the camera. A lovely posed shot, one with warm lighting and out of focus 


greenery in the background. It was the very shot that they used for their save the date 
announcements. 


And then the phone screen timed out once more, plunge the inside of the minivan back into 
darkness... Well, as dark as suburbia ever gets. And then just as quietly- just as unseen, the 
big city problem locked the door to the minivan parked in front of that unassuming house 
with all its little potted plants, and they vanished back into the quiet night, on that quiet street, 
in that quiet neighborhood. 


Their mission was complete. 


Chapter End Notes 
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and I really hope you all enjoy it to. 


Just like normal all dialogue in the brackets was quoted directly from Lighthouse 
Raiders skits and any text in the asterisks was changed by me to better fit the scene. 


See the end of the chapter for more notes 


Morgan was asleep. 


Correction, Morgan had been asleep. Very very asleep. Happily so, if fact. And then his 
pillow started to move. Which was frankly quite rude of the pillow. Didn’t his pillow know 
movement was bad? That moving around was in fact the antithesis of sleep and that 
movement of any sort was not welcome here? 


So he clung to said pillow, trying to hold it in place lest it wake him up any further. And then- 
and then his pillow had the audacity to push him. 


“..mmmm/’ngk.” Morgan groaned in protest, informing his pillow that it should cease its 
behavior in no uncertain terms but instead complying his pillow just snorted . 


The nerve somethings had was astounding... 


“Morgan...” Alex chuckled as he again tried push his incredibly clingy and endearing friend 
off of him just a bit more. “It’s nearly noon and I have to piss... And shower. You need to let 
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go. 


“Nnnngh.” Morgan replied and tried to hold on tighter, but being mostly still asleep his 
pillow won the argument by rolling over so it was now laying on top of him. Surprised by the 


jarring movement and the increased weight Morgan reflexively let go, eyes popping open to 
stare blearily up at Alex. The room, thank god , was still mostly dark, probably because the 
curtains were closed but that didn’t mean Morgan couldn’t make out Alex’s smirk in the dim 
light. 


Alex however quickly pushed himself up, rolling back to his side so he could scramble out of 
bed before Morgan grabbed onto him again. He’d been trying to slip away for the better part 
of the last hour and had gotten no where because every time he moved Morgan just cuddled 
in more , before sighing of all things. And as it turns out Alex did have a weakness, and it 
was exactly that thing. So he’d ended up trapped for an additional 10 minutes each time 
before he tried to leave again. “There,” he snorted “Now, Ill be back in a bit.” 


Morgan, entirely displeased by this mutiny, just grabbed the covers and pulled them up over 
his head with a huff. Alex, the bastard, just laughed at him as he left the room. Still not 
entirely awake yet Morgan just closed his eyes again and tried to let himself drift off, but 
before he could manage it he heard the shower come on. It wasn’t loud or anything but it was 
just enough extra noise to keep his thoughts wandering instead of quieting. 


Thoughts like, ‘ J should probably get up too...’ and ‘I have a lot to do today...’ The usual 
internal monologue he always had when he tried, and frequently failed, to convince himself 
that he did in fact need to get up. But as was often the case... he just didn’t want to. He didn’t 
want to get up. He didn’t want to be awake and aware and doing things. Being up meant 
having to think and process and cope with shit and he didn’t want to do that. He wanted 
nothing more than for none of it to be his problem. He just wanted all of it to go away 
again... 


And then all too soon Morgan heard the shower shut off again, so he knew the whole waking 
up thing was eminent. Alex would wander back into his room and drag him out of bed and 
make him go eat breakfast or something... god . He considered just rolling over and grabbing 
his phone, that maybe if he was awakeish Alex might just leave him be, but that felt like way 
too much damned effort. He didn’t want to do anything ... 


But then his bedroom door clicked open and closed again so Morgan did the only rational 
thing he could think of as he heard Alex approaching the bed, he tightened his grip on the 
covers. He absolutely did not want to be awake right now, Alex was welcome to do whatever 
he liked but he couldn’t make Morgan join him. 


Alex reached for the covers ready to pull them back only to meet obvious resistance in the 
shape of the bed’s only occupant. “Come on Morgan, let go the sheets.” Alex chuckled. 


“No... I don’t wanna...” He mumbled back still clinging to the covers as Alex gently pulled 
again. 


“Morgan- Morgan just let go for a second.” Alex argued barely managing to keep his 
laughter out of his voice. Morgan was so fucking adorable like this, so ong as he doesnt 
wake up homicidal... But this didn’t appear to be one of those times. No, he was just whiny 
and helpless, like a puppy that had just woke up from a nap but wasn’t sure if it wanted to 
fight everyone or just go back to sleep. 


“Nooooo.... I don’t wanna get up...”” He bemoaned pathetically and once again Alex laughed 
at him. Soft quiet chuckles that told Morgan that Alex thought he was being entirely 
ridiculous but that Alex was still finding it amusing all the same. 


“You don’t have to.” Alex snickered, still trying to keep his voice low. “I’m just trying to get 
back in.” 


... Huh? 


Well that’s not what Morgan was expecting to hear, and even though suspicion danced 
through his mind, he loosened his grip on the covers just to see what Alex would do. And 
sure enough, Alex slipped back into bed with him. He had changed into pjs and his hair was 
still damp from only being half-assed toweled dry, but he pulled the covers back up again as 
he settled in next to Morgan, sitting up in bed. 


Stunned by this turn of events Morgan could only stare up at Alex, barely peeking out above 
the covers so he could get a better look at his friend. Alex caught his look and turned his head 
to hold Morgan’s gaze, brows raised in question. “What?” 


““..what’re you doing?” Morgan asked, no less confused. 


“Getting comfy.” Alex snorted as he reached around to scoop his phone off the nightstand 
again. 


“But... why?” 


Alex rolled his eyes a little but his smirk stayed, “Because you said I couldn’t leave until you 
told me what happened last night.” 


“Oh... Alex, look- You don’t have to-” Morgan began lifting one hand to rub at his face, the 
sheet finally falling away. 


But Alex interrupted him as he glanced over at Morgan again, “Oh, no. You misunderstand. 
I’m not Jeaving until you tell me what happened last night. I just got up to piss, now get used 
to having the world’s most obnoxious shadow until you spill.” And he grinned toothily down 
at Morgan, fangs and all. 


Well... shit. 


“Alex... It really wasn’t that big of a deal.” Morgan again tried to play it off but Alex let his 
phone fall limp in his hand before he glanced over at his friend again, one brow raised in 
disbelief. 


“Oh? Really? Because something about you laying on top of me sound asleep for nearly 10 
hours without so much as twitching says otherwise.” Alex replied and watched Morgan 
grimace before he just tugged the sheets back up over his head. 


Heat colored Morgan’s face as he hid under the covers. Yes he had done that, but- but he’d 
just been really really tired and he hadn’t been able to sleep and Alex just- he just- Fuck. He 
just helped Morgan sleep, goddamned it. And after everything that had happened Morgan 
had- had needed it, needed him . And Alex knows it too... hell. But Alex didn’t press any 
further, no he just continued to play on his phone. He knew he could out wait Morgan this 
time, because for once he was actually in the right. 


It took another five minutes before Morgan tugged the sheet back down with a huff. Alex, 
still scrolling through twitter didn’t glance over as he spoke, “So... it wasn’t a big deal, 
huh?” 


“ Shut up.” Morgan grumbled and scrubbed at his face. “It- it was a long time coming, I just 
wasn’t... ready for it, is all.”” Morgan hedged. 


“Uh-huh... suuuure.” Alex replied sarcasm evident and Morgan just wiggled in annoyance 
next to him. “Wanna try that again?” 


“You’re the worst.”” Morgan muttered. 


“Thank you, I try.” Alex replied before lowering his phone and glancing back Morgan. “What 
happened last night?” 


“Ugh...” Morgan groaned and rubbed at his sleep blurred eyes. There was so much that had 
happened last night, but Morgan was no where near ready to have that entire conversation so 
he just settled for the ending part. “...Peony got drunk and made Strider bring her here.” 


“Excuse me?” He asked with a snort, leaning over to get a better look at Morgan’s face. 


With as sigh Morgan let his hand fall away before nodding, “Yup... She got shitfaced with 
some of her friends and then lost her phone. She wanted to go home but her friends couldn’t 
get a hold of Dave because he was out getting his ass handed to him by you, so they called 
Strider- How did that go by the way?” Morgan asked abruptly. 


“Delightfully, now stop changing the subject.” Alex answered and watched Morgan grimace 
again at being called out. “Why did they call that asshole and not you?” 


“Because P doesn’t give out my number to people. I’m not her brother, officially.” Morgan 
sighed. “So Strider got up and went to get her. They ended up driving through the 
neighborhood and Peony in her drunken wisdom demanded that Strider stop. He refused and 


she threatened to stick his car in a bubble whilst sobbing.” He explained before just letting 
his hands flop back down onto the bed. 


“So he stopped?” Alex snorted, “What an idiot.” 


“Yeah, well... the next time Kotetsu starts begging and you cave, I don’t want to hear it.” 
Morgan grumbled. 


“What? Are you saying you'd have stopped to?” Alex questioned derisively. 


“In a heartbeat...” Morgan sighed. “She’s my baby sister, Alex.” 


‘She was shitfaced.” He countered. 


“And was sobbing.” Morgan replied, “Besides there’s not much Stri could have done to keep 
her from trying to put his car in a bubble which absolutely would have totaled it.” 


Rolling his eyes a little, Alex let it go. “So, he stopped?” 


“Yup...” 


“And you didn’t throw him out... because?” Alex demanded, and then he caught Morgan’s 
stuffed expression. “Oh, you’re shitting me. Really? Peony, again?” 


Morgan sighed more loudly this time. “She just wanted to talk to us together without our 
parents around...” 


“And she couldn’t have scheduled something during the day when she wasn’t drunk?” Alex 
muttered. 


“T- it wasn’t a good idea.” Morgan allowed, it really hadn’t been but... “I wasn’t really in the 
best place to say no to her, either. And I wanted to know what she wanted to talk about...” 


“So you let him stay.” 


“...More like I didn’t throw him out, but yeah...” 


“And let me guess he stayed so he could harass you, right?” 


“..sorta. He stayed because of Peony too, but he didn’t let the opportunity slip by him, that’s 
for sure.” Morgan replied, “So he tried to pick a fight with me. I tried to ignore him- to 
deflect- to whatever... But I lost my temper.” Like I always do... 


“Well, neither of you were hurt so I take it Peony interfered?” 


“Yup. She stuck us both in bubbles.” And Morgan blew out a slow breath, “And then she 
asked us not to do that at her wedding...” 


“Do what?” Alex questioned, mostly giving Morgan his entire attention but he just saw a 
tweet he had to respond to. 


“Yeah... not to fight at her wedding.” 


“Then she should tell Strider to leave you the fuck alone. You avoid him already. He’s the 
one that needs to back the fuck off.” Alex snapped, more than a little pissed. He sorta of 
tolerated Peony... sometimes, but she was really starting to push it because damn near every 
time she seemed to pop up it was to drag Morgan through some kind of emotional turmoil. 


“.. And that was pretty much what was decided.” Morgan answered, “We are both going to 
avoid each other at the wedding. Which I said wouldn’t be hard because we aren’t going to be 
sitting anywhere near each other and he got all bitchy about that too-! So I-” And Morgan let 
out another controlled breath, closing his eyes this time, as the annoyance fizzled as quickly 
as it had come. His eyes were starting to sting, and he could feel that painful angry hurt start 
burning in his belly again. It hurt more now in cold blood, what had happened, and he hated 
that it did. That even though he despised Strider it s¢i// hurt him. 


“*...80 I told him off. I explained in no uncertain terms just exactly what he meant to me. That 
he wasn’t my brother and that he and my parents weren t my family and that they didn’t 
deserve to be.” Morgan finished with a sniffle and swiped at his face. 


“ Good.” Alex snorted and then he glanced back down at Morgan again just in time to watch 
a tear rolled down the side of his face. “... not good.” 


“No, it is... sort of... It’s- it’s just complicated.” Morgan sniffled again before swiping at the 
water before it reached his pillow. 


“Yeah, I can see that...” Alex replied and just watched Morgan struggle for several more 
seconds to get his breathing under control. And he could see it, he could see that Morgan was 
upset but... he didn’t get it. He thought Morgan would be happy- would be glad this charade 
was finally over but he wasn’t... and Alex didn’t get why. But I could... And he frowned at 
his friend before putting his phone down. He started to reach for Morgan, but he hesitated, his 
fingers just a few centimeters from Morgan’s not sure if he wanted to do this- if Morgan 
would be okay with it. But then Morgan lifted his hand and just caught Alex’s, lacing their 
fingers together. 


It hurt. 


Morgan hurt. It was like an angry hate-filled grief. It sank to the pit of his stomach like lead 
weights but it made his belly twist with pain. With regret and relief and what ifs. It was... the 
breaking of something. The letting go of a sharp painful thing that had once been good but 
was now rotten and cruel. 


Alex looked back up at Morgan’s face and found the D-tier villain watching him. “...why 
does it hurt?” 


And Morgan laughed and shrugged. “The hell if I know...” But even as he said it he knew 
why. “Because... probably, because I loved them once... I loved Strider. He wasn’t all bad, 
you know? Before he got powers he was just my big brother, and yeah he was a pain 
sometimes but sometimes he was sweet and kind and he had my back. It... It hurts because I 
think he loved me once too...”” Morgan muttered as he swiped at his face again before he just 
sighed and closed his eyes, leaving the rest of that thought unsaid. But he doesnt any more... 


“T had wanted this to work, Alex... I had wanted to have my parents and brother back, to 
have my family back.” Morgan admitted. “I- I was going to let the past go. To let bygones be 
bygones, you know? Because Peony had said they wanted this too, had said they wanted to 
reconnect. I thought it was gonna be like a fresh start. I was gonna let the past go and so were 
they and we could try this whole family thing again as like- like rational adults...” And he 
snorted, “I was an idiot.” 


Alex made no comment. He’d basically said as much to Morgan two years ago when he first 
said he wanted to try this, but that was all before he knew even half of what he knew now... 
And now that he did know everything that had happened... he probably would have tried 
something just as stupid as the whole trapping him in his lair thing again just to keep Morgan 
from going... 


“Did- did I ever tell you about that first meeting? That first ‘truce night’?” Morgan asked, 
finally opening his eyes again. Alex only shook his head, so Morgan went on, “We met at this 
cafe place, somewhere outside with lots of people. My choice, so I could plan out escape 
routes and would have lots of witnesses, in case... It was the first time outside of like- like 
the kidnapping attempts and costumes that I had seen my family since I left. My parents 
recognized me right away. They nearly jumped to their feet when they saw me, but Strider 
didn’t... I’d thought he just- just hadn't seen me. But then I got closer... I had wanted this to 
work so bad, Alex.” Morgan sniffled and just shook his head a little. 


“T thought- I thought that it would work... That it didn’t matter if we never talked about what 
happened, that it wouldn’t matter if they never apologized... And then I saw Strider’s face 
.... He looked at me the way- the way Armistice had.” Morgan half whispered. “He was 
disgusted with me- by me. He- he fucking despised me . After all those years I thought- 
thought he was willing to let go of it- to just start over the way I was... But no- no, he hated 
me. And he had never stopped hating me... And then my parents opened their mouths.” 
Morgan laughed, but it was only bitter and watery. “It was just excuse after excuse. How they 
were the real victims. About how I had abandoned them, not the other way around... And I 
should have left. I should have gotten up and walked away... But I didnt...” 


“Because you wanted it to work.” Alex finished and the tears got the best of Morgan and 
stole his words. His friend just nodded and lifted his free hand to cover his mouth, trying to 
stifle his already soundless sobs. 


Alex didn’t press Morgan on the issue any further, instead he just started wiggling down, so 
he could lay next to Morgan again. It was as easy as moving a feather pillow, to just tug his 
friend into a hug and Morgan went easily, curling into Alex’s chest so he could hide his face 
as they lay on their sides. Alex, still holding Morgan’s hand, used his other to wrap around 
Morgan’s back to cuddle him in close. Morgan pressed his face against Alex’s chest and 
tangled his legs with Alex’s, desperate for the closeness- for the physical reassurance. And 
Alex let him have as much of it as he wanted. 


He held Morgan while he quietly wept for- for however long he needed. He kept Morgan 
close even as the tears stopped and his breathing evened out again. He continued to rub 
Morgan’s back as the grief and shame and anger simmered back down into just a dull ache. 
He didn’t pull away. And neither did Morgan. 


But eventually he did ask a question, “... does this... does this really help?” 


“Yes,” Morgan laughed, responding automatically all the while trying very hard to keep 
himself from nuzzling in closer. 


“Yeah, no- I know it is right now.” He muttered rolling his eyes, “I just meant like... all the 
time?” 


“Whaddya mean?” Morgan hummed, taking slow even breaths, his eyes closed. Alex might 
have just showered but he still smelled like Alex and Morgan was still tired enough for that to 
be as good as any medicine to help him sleep. With the added benefit that it wouldn’t leave 
him feeling drowsy when he woke up. Nope... just embarrassed as all hell... But that was an 
awake Morgan problem. 


“Well... sometimes you... I dunno... you just like pull away- pull in on yourself and I don’t 
know if like a hug would... help?” Alex asked and even though the question was genuine and 
he very much wanted the answer, he couldn’t help but adding, “I mean, I know I give 


excellent hugs and obviously they would make anyone feel better but its still worth knowing 
if it would be welcome or not.” 


Surprised Morgan pushed back just a little so he could see Alex’s face- and regretted it 
immediately. Like this, all tangled up together and laying on their sides his face was now just 
a few inches from Alex’s. The room was still dim and Alex’s cat's eyes glowed invitingly, 
soft and gentle and half lidded. He held Morgan’s gaze, intent and searching, as Morgan lay 
there breathless with possibilities as he thought about all the rest of everything that had 
happened last night. Could- could he really have an- an empathy crush on me of all people? 
...Does he... does he know that I love him? 


“ Yes... > Morgan whispered after a beat, finally answer Alex’s question. “ /t would.” But not 
because of the hug but because you're the one hugging me. It helps because I’m so in love 
you. Morgan thought, he thought it with as much conviction as he could manage all the while 
he held Alex’s gaze- he stared into those dangerous lovely eyes and waited... waited to see 
something, to see recognition- to see realization. 


“ |..That’... thats good to know...” Alex whispered back after beat and Morgan swore he 
thought his heart couldn’t beat any faster as Alex also searched his face. 


Alex didn’t know what to do. Correction, he knew what he wanted to do, but he didn’t know 
what he should do. He wanted to kiss Morgan. He wanted nothing more than to just close the 
gap between them and kiss Morgan as gently and sweetly as he knew how... But he didn’t 
know if he should, if now was that moment. Morgan- he felt the same as always. Sure, the 
grief was still there lurking in the background, but mostly Alex just felt that same warm 
appreciative comfort he always felt from Morgan in moment like this. He was happy and 
pleased and relaxed- he was content in a way Alex only ever felt from Morgan when it was 
just the two of them hanging out... but- but there was no sign- there was nothing new- 
nothing that told him yes- to go for it- to try. 


So he waited. 


He waited with his nerves as tight as a bow string for something to happen, for any clue as to 
what he should do- 


And then Alex’s forgotten phone chimed, lost in the sheets between them, and it cut through 
that tension like a hot knife through styrofoam. The smoke and hiss were practically audible. 
Morgan started to pull away, ready to look for the phone and Alex nearly didn’t let him go. 
He nearly lifted his hand to Morgan’s face and guided him back down. Nearly... But then his 
phone vibrated several more times and Alex shifted back as well so they could find it. 


The phone had been underneath Morgan’s side and he had to sit all the way up before he 
found it, passing the very expensive bit of tech back to its owner. It was always so funny how 
much heavier Alex’s phone was with all the extra shakeanium plating on it. “Here...” 


“Thanks...” And Alex took it, also sitting up now, but he just watched Morgan. His friend 
smiled a bit and it only seemed to highlight the dark shadows under his eyes further. They 
had spent all of the week before relaxing and yet the shadows were already back. He just 
wished sometimes that he could brush that dark, near purpling bruise colored smudges 
away... 


“Ts... everything okay?” Morgan asked when Alex only stared at him, not looking down at 
his phone to check his messages. He was like 99% sure Alex couldn’t read his expression, 
couldn’t tell how flustered he felt at yet another missed chance... Now if only my heart would 
stop hammering... 


“Hmmm... not really. I was just wondering if there was anything else that had been stressing 
you out more lately?” Alex replied as once again he listened to Morgan’s heart race. It had 
been for a while now, and that much cortisol couldn’t be good for him. 


“Besides my family drama and the heist?” Morgan laughed, rubbing at his face. “No, not 
really. Nothing new anyways...” Which wasn’t a lie. His feelings towards Alex weren’t new, 
he was just trying to figure out if the gamble was worth it... And I keep coming up with ‘try 
again later’. 


“Okay...” Alex nodded, Morgan knew what he could handle. Some of the time... “Hey- after 
the wedding, did you want to spend the holidays at my lair again? Take a couple months off, 
actually rest, not just like a week of extra naps.” Alex snorted. 


“Yes.” Morgan answered instantly and Alex laughed. “What? You have an in house arcade. 
Of course, I do. Well, after thanksgiving, anyways.” He added as an after thought before he 


turned to scoot towards the edge of the bed. He wasn’t going to be able to sleep anymore 
now, he was too awake and laying in bed again even just by himself was going to make him 
think of... too many what ifs . What ifs that I cant deal with right now. I have a heist to leave 
for in less than a week. 


“Why? What’s happening before thanksgiving?” Alex asked as Morgan got up and stretched. 
Several of his joints crunched and popped that probably shouldn’t, but he just sighed and 
scooped up his phone. 


“Your parents are coming over, remember?” Morgan snickered when Alex just made a face. 
“It'd be weird for us to go for a few weeks only to come back and host and then go back.” 


“Or we could just uninvite them...” Alex grumbled and also got to his feet. 


“Oh yeah? You wanna call up your mom and tell her she can’t come for thanksgiving?” 
Morgan asked brows raised as he glanced up from his phone. 


“Didn’t think so.” Morgan laughed, “But that’s a next month problem. Now I need coffee.” 


“What you need is a shower.” Alex replied as Morgan tried and failed to tame his bedhead by 
just combing his fingers through it. 


“Eh, I’m not talking to people today. It can wait.” And he shrugged before heading for the 
door. “But I’m kinda feeling like pancakes...” And he grinned over his shoulder at Alex, face 
unabashedly pleading. 


“Fine.” Alex huffed, rolling his eyes as Morgan cackled. “But you have to do the dishes.” 


“Deal.” Morgan beamed as they both wandered out of his room and into the small kitchen 
they were accustomed to occupying together. So what if that yearning ache still churned 
through him? So what if he was still left wondering what would have happened if Alex’s 
phone hadn’t chimed? 


So what if Morgan was wondering the exact same things Alex was? 


Not that either one of them knew that... 


Ohio sighed as he sat down at his kitchen table, a cup of coffee in one hand and a bowl of 
cereal in the other. He set both down so he could open up his laptop and go dig up the papers 
he was supposed to be grading. He’d started last night but he hadn’t gotten very far and he 
really did need to get these back to his student before their next assignment was due so they 
could use his comments to help guide their new arguments... Okay, so like the four 
undergrads who were actual sociology majors could do that. The rest of his students in Intro 
to Cultural Sociology were only there for the ‘hype’. 


It was strange sometimes to be a publicly known hero, even though he hardly felt the term 
applied to him. But in a world so heavily influenced by meta individuals who had primarily 
separated themselves into two groups, the ‘good ones’ and the ‘bad ones’, he found it best not 
to fight the naming conventions held by both the media and the general populous. Even if] 
don t have powers. And he snorted as he took another sip of his coffee. That was always the 
first question he answered in every class on syllabi day, it just saved him a lot of hassle to be 
clear up front. That and ‘no I’m not looking for any more grad students, thank you very 
much’. And ‘no, I don’t take students on adventures with me’. 


He rolled his eyes as he found the essay he left off on last night, but he swapped his coffee 
for his cereal... only to nearly choke on the first bite as A/ex just grinned at him from across 
the table. 


Ohio jerked forward barely managing to keep from sloshing milk all over his school laptop. “ 
Son of a- Dickless- Tit waffle!” He swore disjointedly as the S-tier villain, and a gigantic 
pain in the ass, laughed at him from where he sat. “How long have you been sitting there!?” 


“Ohhbhh, only a few minutes.” Alex chuckled, amused to have startled such a colorful curse 
out of Ohio. Every once in a while Morgan cursed like that but only if he was totally 
absorbed in a project and had headphones on. Usually he just yelped and snapped at Alex to 
cut it out. He had yet to actually manage to scare Barnaby badly enough to get him to swear, 
but it had been a near thing a few times. “You were too busy reading.” 


“Yes, because I wasn’t expecting you to be in my house.” He muttered before just settling 
back with his bowl and glowering at his Sunday morning intruder. His heart might have still 
been trying to claw its way out of his chest but that didn’t mean he wasn’t going to keep 
eating his breakfast. 


“That sounds like a you problem.” Alex replied smirking damn near ear to ear. Ohio only 
huffed and took another bite of his very colorful breakfast. 


“Hrmph.” Was Ohio’s only response while his mouth was full. When he swallowed he asked, 
“What do you want Alex?” 


“Oh me? I’m just bored.” And to highlight that fact he sighed, leaning back in the creaky 
wooden chair so he could put his feet up on the table. 


“That sounds like a you problem.” Ohio echoed back and grinned when Alex scowled. “And 
get your feet off my table.” 


“It was a me problem but it’s about to become an us problem.” He retorted, eyes flashing, but 
he did sit forward again, letting his feet fall back to the floor. 


“What? So just because Morgan’s off leading Barnaby on a wild goose chase, now I’m stuck 
with you?” Ohio asked with a snort. 


“T was going to say you get the privilege to spend time with me, but sure.” Alex replied 
flippantly, happy to have the distraction from- from mopping around the apartment while he 
waited for Morgan to come back. 


Sure, after the Retaliators had failed in a spectacular fashion to try and imprison him the 
week before, every hero group under the sun was now trying to take a shot at them. They all 
wanted to do a solid for dear old Leader USA and the ever charming Infrared and help make 
sure their wedding went smoothly. It was hilarious, if he was being honest. Alex actually 
wondered if Peony and Dave had been trying to stop everyone from making a big deal about 
it or if they were both being forced to lead the charge to save face. But regardless of who’s 
idea it was, they all needed ‘time to prepare’ or whatever the fuck so he had to wait for them 
to be ready or it wouldn’t be as half as fun as it could be. So he was trying to be patient... 


It was The Worst . 


And it especially didn’t help that he’d been missing Morgan a lot more than he thought he 
would. Yes, it was only going to be a couple of weeks and they’d dealt with longer gaps 
before but... it felt different this time. 


Morgan had left just as excited and exasperated by Alex’s antics as always but... he caught 
Alex in a hug this time before he left. It wasn’t like long or dramatic or something but- but it 
was different. It felt like it was- like maybe it was supposed to mean something, but he had 
no idea what and that made the waiting even more unbearable. Because now he wanted to ask 
Morgan if that was supposed to mean something and if it did then what? 


And Alex was back to overthinking it- them- their friendship just like he had been nearly all 
month. Alex wasn’t unobservant. He could hear every person’s heartbeat on the planet at a 
moments notice. He could see every star in the universe whenever he wanted to. He could be 
fucking ominsent if he was ever bored enough to try doing that again. He wasn t 
unobservant. 


He just didn’t give a flying fuck about most things. They quite literally didn’t matter to him 
so why in the hell would he bother to give them even a speck of his attention. 


But Morgan? 


He cared about Morgan. And because he cared, he noticed things. He paid attention... 
mostly. More than he did to literally anyone else so that had to count for something. And 
something was different... but Alex just couldn’t put his finger on it. Something about them- 
about their dynamic had changed and Alex didn’t know if it was a good thing or a bad thing. 


Morgan had just been... had been lost in thought so much more the last few weeks and Alex 
was fairly certain it had nothing to do with the heist and everything to do with the butterflies. 
Morgan was up to something, something that was making him excited and nervous and he 
hadn’t so much as mentioned that he had starting seeing someone... So who in the fuck are 
they for? And why hasnt he told me? 


“Oi! Oi! Earth to Alex!” Ohio muttered and snapped his fingers in front of Alex’s face. He’d 
said something snarky back to the villain a few moments ago but Alex had just continued to 
glower at his table. He was gonna just leave him to it until the table started smoking where he 
was glaring at it. 


“Hmm?” And he blinked back to the present and glanced up at Ohio, who was give him a 
look while he was still leaning over the table. “What?” 


“ Oh no , you what. You were just glaring at my table so hard it started to scorch. So what’s 
up?” Ohio demand as he sat back down. 


“Nothing. I’m fine.” Alex answered, completely dismissing Ohio’s concern with the wave of 
his hand. 


Ohio just snorted and picked up his coffee. “So what’s wrong with Morgan?” 


“Nothing. I didn’t say there was anything wrong with Morgan.” Alex snapped back, crossing 
his arms. 


“ You didn’t. But your face is practically screaming ‘romantic drama’ right now. So it’s gotta 
have something to do with Morgan.” He explained smugly and only grinned over his mug as 
Alex’s brows just drew down further. He was scowling darkly now, so that meant Ohio had 
gotten it in one. 


“T’m not- No, it doesn’t. And I’m fine.” Alex retorted, trying not to fuel Ohio’s suspicion any 
further even as chagrin burned through him. He hated that everyone- /iterally everyone had 
seemed to know about his- his feelings except him. ...And Morgan. 


“Well, my table disagrees with you. What did you find someone else to crush over?” Ohio 
snorted, though he was trying not to grimace. He’d gotten a bit of a run down about Morgan’s 
interruption during date night the other week and it would be incredible bad timing if Alex 
finally decided give up on his crush. Though if he really is over it then he definitely shouldn t 
know how Morgan feels, it’d- fuck it’d crush Morgan to be rejected like that. 


“ No .” Alex growled before adding, “And I’m not ‘crushing’ over Morgan- over anyone . 
What am I? A teenager?” 


“From the way you moon over him, I’d say yes, but to each their own.” Ohio snorted and 
toasted Alex with his mug, but his friend didn’t snap back this time. No, he just got this... 
Ohio wanted to call it pained, but he wasn’t sure if that was right. It was like a pained 
expression but... but more resigned. Like heartache... Ohio realized after a beat. Shit. But 
before he could say something Alex finally replied. 


“T- ’'m not...” He insisted but he couldn’t even manage to put any conviction into the lie this 
time. Because he was. He was mooning over Morgan. He had been for years, little by little, 
day by day he’d fallen head over heels for his best friend... And he... he doesn t even know... 
Why doesnt he know? Why hasnt he noticed if everyone else has? 


“Fuck...” Alex cursed aloud as he lifted a hand to rub at his mouth. 7o hell with it. And he 
glanced up at Ohio, who was just watching him concern clear on his scarred face. “...Is it 
really that obvious?” 


“That... you like Morgan?” Ohio asked after a beat, definitely surprised by this turn in the 
conversation. He hadn’t even finished breakfast yet and here was Alex basically admitted he 
liked Morgan romantically. The very thing Ohio had been giving him shit over since they had 
all started hanging out almost two years ago now. Though about half of this year had been a 
wash since Morgan was off scheming. 


“Yes.” Alex answered and settled back in his chair more, arm still tightly crossed over his 
chest as he looked at anything but Ohio. What am I doing? Why am I telling him this? Why 
am I even here? 


“Uh... yeah, pretty much. I figured it out after listening to you two quip at each other for like 
5 minutes while I was tied up years ago.” Ohio answered honestly. At first, when he’d come 
to, tied to a tree in the heart of a south american rainforest, he’d thought his concussion had 
been playing tricks on him. Because there was no way Carmine was actually working with 
the Devourer, right? Like that blonde guy Robert- wait no, that wasn’t actually his name was 
it... Morgan? Yeah, Morgan. The hot blonde guy Morgan had been ordering around this 
whole trip couldn’t have been The Devourer, right? 


Expect he absolutely had been. And as it turned out his name was Alex. And he was 
positively smitten with Morgan. Ohio could tell just by watching the pair interact, in that 
brief moment when they didn’t know he was awake. He saw the way Alex had looked at his 
nemesis- the way he smiled, the way he teased back. Ohio was painfully familiar with the 
feeling... But the ‘Morgan’ he had developed feelings for wasn’t the real Morgan... But the 
one Alex had been working with clearly was. 


“Fuck... Seriously?” Alex questioned, though it was nearly a whine. The jungle heist had 
been over three years ago. Had he really been- been falling for Morgan for that long? 


“Yeah... Why? Is that a problem or something?” Ohio asked curiously, this was clearly a 
much bigger deal to Alex then Ohio thought it should be. Hell, he’d had a thing for 
Morgan... okay it had only been for a couple months, not several years, but still. It wasn’t a 
big deal. “I mean lots of people have crushes on Morgan, Alex. It’s really not that-” 


But Alex interrupted him with a growl, “ Don t you think I know that!” But he just turned 
away again and glared out the window over the sink. It was a bright pretty early October 
morning and Alex wanted nothing more than to ruin it. “This isn’t some stupid a crush, 
Ohio.” He muttered. 


“It’s... not?” He asked brows raised, ready to poke Alex about his feelings again, but he 
didn’t have to, the S-tier villain confessed all on his own. 


“No, it’s not...” And then he swallowed hard. He still hadn’t actually managed to say this out 
loud somewhere he might be overheard. Hell, the closest he’d ever gotten to it was 
whispering it while Morgan was asleep a few times. Well, maybe if you actually want to be 
able to tell him some time this century, you should get used to saying it. 


“..1’m- I’m in love with him.” He finally breathed and was met with one of the loudest 
silences of his life. He risked a glance up at Ohio’s face and the F-tier hero was just staring at 
him slacked jawed. 


But Ohio collected himself quickly from that little bomb. He wasn’t shocked that Alex was in 
love with Morgan, more that he’d actually admitted it as much to Ohio of all people. At 
9am... before he’d even managed to finish his breakfast. J guess we can t all drag our 
friends out of windows to have conversations like this... 


So he just let out a low whistle before humming, “Well... shit.” 


“Yeah...” Alex grimaced and looked away again. Being met with shock and surprise after 
admitting something like that did not bode well, especially not after having been teased so 
much for having a crush on Morgan. Because a crush is believable, but me actually falling in 
love? No that’s shocking... “God, ’m so screwed.” 


“Hmm? No, not you.” Ohio clarified as he took in Alex’s expression. Again that heartache 
was back in full force, and it really was heartache. Unrequited love was a bitch like that. “TI 
just owe Barnaby $50.” 


“ Excuse me?” Alex demanded, head popping up at Ohio’s words. That was definitely not 
what he’d been expecting to hear from the professor. “You two had a bet going?” 


“Duh.” Ohio snorted and smirked more broadly when Alex just spluttered at him, much 
pinker now that he had been a few seconds ago. “We actually have several.” He went on, 
“With you two just living down the hall it’s hard not too.” 


“T... ugh. Whatever...” Alex muttered before he just dragged a hand over his face. Then he 
remembered his own bet with Morgan and added after a beat, “I had to give Morgan R&D 
access for a month when he was finally able to prove you and Dog Boy were dating.” 


“Pfft, see?” Ohio laughed, “It’s so hard not to.” And he chuckled to himself before taking 
another of coffee. “So what actually is the problem?” He asked as he lowered the mug again. 


“Besides the fact that I’m in love with my best friend and half the world seems to know it?” 
Alex glowered as Ohio continued to seem unbothered by Alex’s current addled state. 


“Yeah besides that, what else has got you all twisted up?” He hummed, settling back in his 
chair a bit more, fully prepared to listen. 


“TIsn t that enough? ” Alex muttered and went back to staring at the table. 


“Well, you’ve liked him for a while and we’ve all known for a while so that’s not new.” Ohio 
pointed out, before asking again, “So what’s new that’s bothering you?” 


Alex grimaced and just continued to stare down at the table. There was so much more that 
was bothering him it was hard to just pick one thing. He might be in love with Morgan but he 
didn’t know how to tell him that. And he didn’t even know if he should - if by just the fact of 
telling Morgan, of letting himself put that out there that he would trigger something that 
would make Morgan love him back. Or hell just by thinking about it as much as he had 
already, maybe something already has changed and he wouldn’t even know it? And even if 
nothing was different and he hadn’t accidentally messed with Morgan’s head, then why 
hasn’t Morgan said anything? [f7’m such a bad liar- if this is all so obvious then why hasnt 
Morgan said anything ? 


And that line of reasoning lead to a whole different set of worries. Worries that had to do with 
the butterflies Morgan had been feeling and his distractedness and how something maybe had 
changed between them. Worries that made him wonder if there was a reason Morgan hadn’t 
said anything, a reason that took the shape of someone else . 


“Hey, come on. Leave my poor table alone-” Ohio started to complain as Alex continued to 
glare at the wood, this time the overworked professor watched as the spot started to age 
rapidly. But his complaint was enough of a distraction to grab Alex’s attention, though he 
interrupted Ohio again. 


“Tf it’s that obvious then why doesn’t he know? Huh?” Alex blurted out, glare snapping up to 
Ohio’s face as a part of his current worries tumbled out of his mouth. [“How can- can 
someone be so smart and so oblivious? *I just don’t get it-!*” 


Ah... There it is. And Ohio just contemplated Alex’s obvious agitation for a moment. It was 
clear Alex was just as oblivious as Morgan was, because he also couldn’t see it. Though, to 
be fair, neither had Ohio until Barnaby had pointed it out to him. He knew Morgan liked 
Alex, was close with him. He knew Morgan trusted Alex with so much more than just his 
life- he trusted Alex more than he trusted Barnaby and they’d known each other for longer. 
But he hadn’t really realized what that much trust meant to Morgan, how important it was to 
him until Barnaby had mentioned how isolated Morgan was before Alex. 


And he’d been right, very right. But more than just that, about half the people Morgan had 
had relationships with had just been short flings, or incredibly toxic , and Ohio was actually 
kinda glad he hadn’t been round for those ones... he might have ended up arrested. But even 
their very short flings hadn’t been good for either of them. Ohio knew for a fact he’d been 
going through a particularly rough patch with his estranged father during all of that, and 
Morgan hadn’t been doing much better. So Alex’s... appearance in Morgan’s life, albeit 
terrifying and dangerous, had actually been a huge turning point for Morgan. And Ohio 
seriously doubted Morgan wanted to lose his best friend- to lose that stability. 


But it hadnt just been a turning point for Morgan... 


“Have you ever consider...”” Ohio began slowly, picking his words carefully, “-the possibility 
that Morgan *has been* intentionally ignoring your feelings for *him* because you’re *his* 
best friend and *he* doesn't want you to leave... And *that up until now* every single person 
you’ve ever dated has ended up either ditched or dead?” 


From the open mouthed look of stunned horror on Alex’s face, Ohio was gonna bet his 
answer was no. But instead of pressing the issue he just took another sip of his coffee. 


Alex continued to just stare at Ohio, absolutely aghast by his words, denial quick to his 
tongue only for the words to go sour before he ever said them. Because Ohio was... right. 
Pretty much every other romantic relationship he’d ever had had been temporary, 
purposefully so. He’d never wanted a commitment with any of them, at least nothing real. 
And it wasn’t like he’d had a long list of friends before Morgan- that he had a history of 
having stable relationships even platonic ones. 


His mouth suddenly felt very dry and he had to swallow before mumbling, “... do you really 
think... that might have something to do with it?” 


“It might be a factor, yeah...”” Ohio nodded. 


“ Fuck.” Alex swore and just dragged his hands over his face and then up through his hair, 
squeezing his eyes closed as heartache crashed into a healthy does of frustration and regret. | 


“Hey, wait, hold on. I’m not done yet.” Ohio exclaimed as anguish pulled at Alex’s features. 
He waited until the other man was at least looking at him again before he went on and gave 
Alex the reason that he had significantly more evidence to support. “That might be what’s 
happening or... maybe that’s why he has been ignoring his own feelings for you and in the 
process has gotten in the habit of chalking all of your actions to ‘you being his friend’ and not 
to ‘you being in love with him’ so he’s just totally oblivious to the fact that you like him.” 


Alex just opened and closed his mouth a couple of times as this new perspective settled in, 
his hands slowly lowering. At least he liked this one marginally more, but it still meant at 
least in part his behavior up until now was at fault for his current emotionally turmoil. But 
hope was a powerful thing and Alex really needed some just now, “...really?” 


“Pfft, Maybe? The fuck if I know.” Ohio laughed. “Have you considered, I dunno, maybe just 
telling him you like him outright?” 


“.. [can’t.” He muttered as his fingers plucked nervously at a loose thread on his slacks. 
“The power difference-” 


“Means fuck all to him.” Ohio interrupted with a snort. “You’re just scared.” 


Alex’s head shot up and he glared at Ohio, “I am not .” 


But Ohio only smirked back, his scars making he expression even more roguish and snarky, 
“Oh, yes you are. I bet you’re fucking petrified because you don’t want to risk him leaving 


either because no matter how strong or powerful you are, you can’t keep him if he doesn’t 
want to stay.” He replied before finishing the last of his coffee. 


Alex to his credit only spluttered a little as Ohio once again read him like a fucking book. “I- 
you- That’s- Shut up, Ohio .” 


Delightedly he grinned at the most powerful person on the planet and continued to sass him, 
“T would if you would just go away and let me go back to grading papers...” 


“Fine.” Alex grunted and shoved to his feet, still very much pink and thoroughly embarrassed 
by just how entirely this conversation had gotten away from him. He had come over to annoy 
Ohio, not the other way around, damn it. 


“Oh a few more words of advice.” Ohio said, just Alex lifted his hand to snap. “First, be 
honest with him-” But he could see Alex rolling his eyes and snappy retort eminent, so he 
went on, “Ah, I’m not done. Be honest with him and tell him the sort of relationship you 
want with him. Commitment's probably gonna be a pretty important topic for both of you. 
Second... Morgan’s not the only oblivious one.” 


“Well what’s that supposed to mean?” Alex demand but Ohio just continued to smirk. 


“Bye, Alex.” And he waved him off with his empty cup. Alex scowled for another few 
moments before just snapping and vanishing in a huff. 


Ohio snorted and chuckled to himself as he set his coffee mug down next to his forgotten 
cereal bowl, the contents very much mush by now. Not really bothered by his lack of a 
breakfast, he pulled his laptop closer and went back to grading. But little did his students 
know their essays were all going to be graded a bit more generously due to the Devourer 
stopping by to chat with their professor. 


Nothing like putting your teacher in a good mood to get a better grade. 


He didn’t need the newspaper. Not really, it was an excellent prop of course but he didn’t 
need to buy it... 


But he had anyway. And he had for a very stupid reason. 


Because I’m an idiot and being a desperately in love coward has become my whole 
personality... Morgan grumbled to himself as he settled down in the little metal chair on the 
patio of the English cafe. He was sitting here at this particular table at this particular cafe for 
a very specific reason, one that had nothing to do with the newspaper he was now going to 
pretend to read while he waited. 


The Kensington heist was less than a week away and Morgan and his crew had discovered a 
little problem. The palace did in fact have a Crisp model 500 security system for internal 
security only. Their grounds and perimeter security was on a completely separate system. 
Which was brilliant, Morgan had to admit, it kept the Crisp system from taking total control 
over the entire building the way it had in the museum... but it was a bit of a problem for 
Morgan, because now he had to defeat not one but two separate security systems to pull this 
off. And he only found out about this problem a week ago. 


So this was cutting it very close to the wire, usually a situation Morgan adored to be in. This 
was the thrill, the excitement- the incredible moments of ingenuity that made doing what he 
did the best job in the whole damned world... But unfortunately he was- was very distracted- 
Okay, so it was more like moderately distracted. Not so distracted that he couldn’t pull this 
off but distracted enough that he’d bought a newspaper he didn’t need, but wasn’t a problem 
for him to have it. 


It had just.... Had a story about the Devourer in it. 


I’m such an idiot... Morgan berated himself, but he still flipped to the damned story anyway. 
It had been an absolute impulse buy and he had no one to blame but himself. He was the fool 
pinning in the middle of a mission because he hadn’t seen his best friend in over two weeks. 
He was the hopeless clown who, over said two weeks, had done nothing but think about his 
best friend in every scrap of downtime he had. He was the one who was in love with his best 
friend but was too much of a chicken shit to tell him that. This was entirely a torment of his 
own making and he couldn’t even talk to anyone about it, because the only other person who 


knew how he felt was currently checking into a London hotel after having tracked Morgan all 
over the European countryside for the last two weeks trying to catch him. 


And the bastard has been calling his paramour every goddamned night to chat! Morgan 
thought indigently. He had tapped Barnaby’s phone so he could track the hero throughout this 
little adventure and to see what all he knew. And Barnaby had called Ohio every single night. 
They had just talked, too. It wasn’t even anything scandalous (which Morgan would have 
skipped over to give his friend privacy), but no it was just normal everyday shit! Like about 
their days and what they did, with just a handful of cutesy shit mixed in. 


Jealousy could not even being to describe how he felt right now. Morgan wished he could call 
Alex every night without it being dubbed as ‘unusual’. He wished he could just chat with his 
friend about his day just like they always did... but- but Morgan didn’t do that on heists. He 
usually kept contact with Alex to a minimum not because it was a distraction just because... 
he figured Alex didn’t really want him bothering him while he was away. It wasn’t like Alex 
called him every night when he was off doing stuff. They weren t dating. They... weren’t. 


And that was- was really starting to become a problem for Morgan. He wanted to date Alex. 
He wanted to be in a relationship with Alex. He /oved Alex- was in love with him and had 
been for- for a while. But he was a fucking coward apparently! He climbed the outside of 
highrises, he navigated ancient tombs filled death traps, and he led heroes and cops on 
international chases for FUN! For fucking fun! But this? But telling his best friend he was in 
love with him that was where he was drawing the line? Seriously!? J earned how to freerun 
this year and I’m fucking scared of heights! Why the fuck cant I do this?! 


It was just three words- or four. It was four words. Alex, I love you. That was it. That was all 
he had to say but he just- he just couldn’t . And he hated that. Hated that he couldn’t scrape 
together enough bravery to just spit it out. 


But even as he felt the paper he wasn’t really reading crinkle in his white knuckled grip, he 
could hear Dr. Haylie’s words in his head. “You need to cut yourself some slack, cupcake. It’s 
hard to just jump into the deep end, you gotta ease yourself into it.” 


Well how the hell am I supposed to ease into something like ‘I love you’? 


But before he could spiral any further he heard Bill’s voice over his sunglasses turned bone 
conducting headphones. “T minus 5, boss. The mark should be rounding the corner soon an’ 
he’s on the phone.” 


It was enough of an interruption to pull him back into the moment and the job he was on. He 
adjusted in his chair a little, waiting several seconds before he reached for his phone on the 
table. He typed back a quick reply before setting it down again and a few moments later he 
heard Maggie’s voice relaying his question. Morgan still didn’t look up from his paper, no 
rubbernecking for him, his crew were his eyes right now, it would make him all the less 
suspicious. 


“Boss says, Do we know who he’s talking to?” Maggie asked and Bill snorted over the 
comms. 


“Two guesses?” He laughed. 


“The girlfriend?” Lauren asked and Morgan could hear her grin as Bill chuckled. 


“Got it in one. Sounds like he’s planning a hot date while the missuses is out.” 


A date... 


Huh... 


Well, there's any idea. 


But his crew was still talking and he pushed his romantic problems completely from his 
mind. He needed to focus. 


“Tdiot.” Ana huffed, she liked that they always went after people doing shading things. 
Morgan only did it because it meant they were better marks, less likely to report suspicious 


things when they were doing suspicious stuff themselves, but he was glad it made her happy. 


Morgan picked up his phone again and typed out another reply. 


“Boss says, Good, he should be very distracted then.” Maggie relayed for him. 


“You bet. T minus 3.” Bill answered. And Morgan shifted in his chair again before sighing 
and reaching for his coffee to finish it. Finally he started to stand, pulling his wallet out to 
leave a few bills on the table before he wandered across the street to admire the lovely 
architecture of the old London home more closely, after all he was a tourist just like half the 
people in this part of town. Morgan pulled out his phone again and started taking pictures, 
standing in the middle of the sidewalk, not caring that he was in anyone’s way. 


“T minus 2.” Bill updated the group again, “He’d on your left, boss. Heading right toward ya. 
Blue shirt, black slacks.” 


And Morgan could see him out of the corner of his eye. He was clearly in a hurry and was 
obviously talking animatedly with someone on the phone. Perfect, he won t notice a thing. 


See the thing was, yes the Kensington palace had a secondary perimeter security system, but 
it wasn’t anything fancy. Just some standard badges using RFID chips to buzz people in, it 
had been incredibly easy to just clone someone's credentials. In fact, Zachary had done that 
bit of legwork a few days ago just by bumping into someone as he headed inside for a tour. 
That wasn’t the difficult part, no what made this so tricky was that they had added in a two 
factor authentication feature that sent passcodes to reps work phone, standard issue for all the 
security personnel at the palace. That all by itself wouldn’t make this tricky, they could just 
steal someone’s phone no problem... But security guards, especially ones that worked for the 
crown? Oh they were a persnickety bunch, a stolen phone would get reported right away 
rendering those codes useless. So Morgan and his crew had had to figure out a way to steal a 
phone without actually taking it. 


The answer of course was to doup it. Cloning the phone and all it’s data wasn’t difficult if 
you had the phone you wanted to clone, but since they couldn’t take it they had to come up 
with another plan. And through a remarkable amount of ingenuity from his team, they had 
managed to make a wireless cloner in a matter of days, Morgan couldn’t have been more 
proud as they had all come together to make this work. But slapdash was never perfect, and 


this cloner had to basically be on top of the target device for upwards of 180 seconds in order 
to download a copy of the entire phone, which posed a new problem, one Morgan had figured 
out a solution for. 


It was a classic technique, just a bit of misdirection and a fumbling toss made to look like an 
accident. It worked all the time to keep marks distracted while a theft took place elsewhere. 
Which is where blue shirt and black slacks came in. Morgan needed a security guard who 
would have a reason to have his phone out while not at work, like if he was using said work 
phone to hide his affair from the wife and kids. And security people, while they might be 
thorough were also creatures of habit, so just a little fiddling around with the CCTV footage 
from the very paranoid British, and Daisa had found out their mark walked by that cafe 
across the street every day on his lunch break. 


“30 seconds.” Bill whispered, keeping his voice down so he wouldn’t distract Morgan. 


The mark was just a few feet from him, not paying him any mind. Morgan had to get this 
timing just right, because he wouldn’t get another shot at this. The mark was laughing as he 
stepped around Morgan who was still taking pictures- 


Morgan stumbled back just as he passed by, both men colliding together with a surprising 
amount of force. And there went his phone. Morgan’s eyes tracked it as they stumbled and let 
his phone go with just a bit of a spin on it. Both cell phones tumbled to the ground with a 
clatter... landing practically on top of each other. What were the odds~ Now all Morgan had 
to do was keep the mark busy long enough to let his people work their magic. 


“Oi! Watch it!” Shouted the guard as he stumbled. 


Morgan cursed in Russian as he whirled on the mark. He shoved the other man, continuing 
his irritated ramblings in Russian. He was fairly sure his mark didn’t know Russian but he 
couldn’t be sure a passerby might not know the language so he had to be convincing. <’No, 
you should, you bastard! Can’t you see, moron?! Do your eyes not work?!”’> 


It was like a kind of magic, watching people react to someone shouting at them in Russian. It 
wasn’t that the language itself was scary but people had their biases and some pissed off 
Russian man yelling at you always led to bad things happening in the minds of many, so 
Morgan used it to his advantage. Automatically the mark tried to back peddle, trying to 


apologize and just get to his phone, so Morgan pushed him again and kept up his insults. And 
that’s when the bravura kicked in and this guard got pissed back. He snapped at Morgan, 
telling him off and yelling at him about just where he could shove it. It was perfect, Morgan 
couldn’t have asked for a better scene partner. Gotta, love meatheads . So easy to play. 


That is until he heard Bills voice over his glasses, “Shit, constable is headed your way.” 


And Morgan saw the high vis vest from a mile way, just a Dasia spoke, “We’re only half 
done. We need another 90 seconds.” 


Hell, he really didn’t want to get punched, but he needed to by time. So he got in the other 
man’s face even as he heard the constable start shouting. The mark however was perfectly 
sick of Morgan’s shit and shoved back this time. Not a punch, phew. But now both men could 
hear the whistle as the officer shouted for them to back off. Morgan complied and a spat a 
few more choice words in Russian, bending down to snatch up both phones now that he was 
closer to them. 


“Now what’s all this fuss?” Demanded the constable. 


“This Russian bastard ran into me and then started shoving me around.” The mark whined. 
“And now he’s got my phone!” 


Morgan sneered a little as the constable turned and sized him up. He wasn’t tall, but he 
wasn’t really short either and then when Morgan tossed on a shirt just a little too small for 
him, well... he could be intimidating enough. Especially when he scowled like he was right 
now. 


“Sir, you need to give this man his phone back. Unless we are going to have a problem here?” 
Stated the constable. 


“Wanker, doesn’t a lick of English!” Spat the mark, still irate. 


Morgan only glowered more and both men continued to hesitate. Then Morgan heard the all 
clear from his crew and after another beat he begrudgingly held out the other man’s phone. “I 
know english.” Morgan replied, accent thick and voice just as annoyed as he looked. “Do not 
see point, when Russian is better.” 


The mark snatched his phone back and scowled at Morgan some more as the constable said, 
“Now, gentlemen are we done here or do I need to start filing a report?” 


“Na, is done.” Morgan grunted, arms crossed. 


“Yeah, yeah, we’re done.” Grumbled the cheating security guard as he checked his phone 
only to find his call had dropped. 


“Good. Now how about you both try to be a little more mindful in the future.” The constable 
said and Morgan only snorted as he turned to stomp away and neither man stopped him. 


He kept his posture ridged and tight the until he round the corner and turned down a different 
street, then his shoulders relaxed and he lifted his smart watch turned comm device to his 
mouth, “How are we looking?” 


“Pretty as pie~” Maggie replied. “We got everything, Dee and I are looking through it now.” 


“Yup. And bonus the constable and mark both relaxed the second ya turned away, boss.” Bill 
snorted. 


“T would too.” Raul laughed, “Nobody wants to be glared at like that.” 


“Tt’s just practice.” Morgan chuckled in response as he neared the little kiosk he bought his 
paper from, the one that he had lost in the altercation but hadn't bothered to pick up again. 


The stand had papers and magazines for sale along with a bunch of other tourist crap all set 
up on display. Key chains and postcards and magnets and maps, all at a ridiculous mark up of 
course. Morgan nodded to the very bored man behind the counter who just ignored Morgan 
as he continued to stare at his phone. So Morgan casually strolled near one of the turning 
tower stands full of postcards. With his hands down at his side, he brushed along the bottom 
row of cards with just his fingertips. And with the experience and grace of a well practiced 
pickpocket he plucked out the postcard he’d specifically stuck back in the wrong place 30 
minutes ago. He flipped in behind his back and caught it in his other hand, before lowering 
the post card to lie flat against his leg so it would be out of sight the second he stepped past 
the tower stand. 


Did he have to steal the postcard he sent to Alex? No, of course not... Had he? Yes, pretty 
much always. Something about also stealing the postcards he sent to Alex while he was off 
stealing things from around the world just made it all the more fun. Plus the one he had 
moved down to the bottom had been a very lovely photo of the Kensington Palace, so really 
he just couldn’t help himself. 


“I’m calling bullshit on that one, Boss.” Lauren snorted, “No matter how hard I practice, I’m 
never gonna look like that.” 


“Seconded.” Zachary agreed. 


“Regardless,” Morgan chuckled as he moved out of hearing from the stand, “It’s time to pack 
up and head out. We got everything we came for~” 


In a city like London nothing was ever quiet, not really. There were far too many people 
doing far too many things for the city to know peace, even in the middle of the night. But the 
gardens surrounding Kensington Palace might be as close to peaceful as a city dweller might 
ever know, green and lush and full of statues and fountains and lovely works of art. It was 
always a peaceful place, somewhere to take walks or sit and have a nice cup of tea, so long as 
you didn’t mind paying the park's ridiculous prices. And with the moon nearly full, it 
glimmered off the water of Serpentine Lake serenely. 


Or it would have if the wailing of sirens and the shouting of men couldn’t be heard from the 
palace just under a mile away. 


Turns out breaking into a Palace, though decidedly fun, was much harder to break out of, 
especially one where half the royal family lived... It was a good thing then that Carmine had 
prepared for that. He had made a show of his exit, flashy and taunting as he dove from the 
bell tower over the main drive on the west of the residence. He wanted the guards and the 
cameras and every eye in sight to be watching him as the glass shattered. To see the figure 
dressed in red and laughing as he dove through the window and vanished from view. Only to 
reappear again, sprinting towards the thick wrought iron fence. He wanted them to watch as 
the figure scaled the fence and tumbled over the top before sprinting off into the city streets 
beyond. 


Well... he wanted them to watch his hologram do all that anyways. His crew had been 
parking in their borrowed laundry van just under the bell tower and used the new and 
improved project, along with a few modified drones, to make it seem as though that was the 
direction Carmine went. And then the moment he was ‘out of sight’ they recalled the drones 
and closed the doors to the van waiting to leave just the same way they had entered. Through 
the main gates, with badges and IDs all saying they were exactly who they said they were. 
They even had the right laundry pick up to prove it. Sure the guards would go through every 
bin, but with the extra compartment hidden in the floor of the van, all the gadgets would be 
out of sight and out of mind. His crew would be perfectly safe. After all, they had been doing 
the laundry picks every day now for the last 3 weeks while Morgan was elsewhere. 


Speaking of elsewhere, that was precisely where Carmine was at the moment. Though his 
hologram went west, he went east dashing through the park and down the many walking 
paths as silently as he could. He had a rendezvous with locker in Marble Arch tube station. 
One he didn’t want to be late for. It had his stash of clothes so he could change back into 
skivvies and take a quick ride on the underground to meet up with the rest of his crew. The 
Marble Arch station also just so happened to be on the exact opposite side of the gardens and 
was the farthest one from the palace as he could get. It meant he was getting as far away from 
the commotion as he could, he just has to make it across the bridge and through Hyde Park. 
God that had been making him giggle for months. He was going to hide in Hyde Park. Ha! 


He was nearly too caught up in his own silly joke and the adrenaline high of successfully 
stealing the Fife Tiara that he almost missed the figure stepping out onto the bridge. He slid 
to a stop in the middle of the two lane road and smirked as St. Bernard stepped into the light, 
further blocking his path. Carmine was about to speak when he heard a ghostly bark from 
behind him and Kotetsu, spectral and enormous, bounded out of the bushes at the entrance of 
the bridge landing in the road. His stance broad and teeth bared as a haunting growl emanate 
from him as he mirrored his owners positioning, thus trapping Carmine on the bridge. 


Clever~ 


“Nicely done.” Carmine taunted, adding in a slow clap for good measure, not even winded by 
his mile long sprint. “I was really starting to wonder if you’d managed to figure it out the 
clues or not.” 


“Of c-course. The slide cypher was child’s play once- once I had all the pieces.” St. Bernard 
replied, a small smile pulling at his mouth, though the crinkle around his eyes was obscured 
by the mirrored googles he wore. 


“What? Didn’t you like your scavenger hunt~” Carmine asked, shifting just a bit so he could 
keep the spectral hound in his peripherals along with the D-tier hero. 


“T’ll have to ad-ad-admit I didn’t know there were that many different roads and streets 
named ‘Tiara’ in Central Europe.” St. Bernard allowed, but with a thought, he and Kotetsu 
both began to approach the thief, slowly of course and they didn’t want to get too close yet. 
The road was big and they didn’t want to give him space to skirt around them. “But since we 
are on the topic of ti-tiara’s, I think it’s time for you to hand over the one you stole.” 


Carmine shifted as they did, turning a little bit more now so his back was half facing towards 
the railing, but they froze when he did, and the villain kept his eyes on his arch-nemesis . 
“Oh? Did I? And which tiara did I supposedly take? There was several to choose from on 
display~” 


“Hmm. The only tiara con-constructed in 1887 where the original jeweler’s identity is still 
unknown. A tiara constructed specifically as a wedding present for the daughter of then 
Queen Alexandra and was later pa-pa-passed on to her granddaughter of the same name. And 
also has removable bri-bri- removable pear-shaped diamonds that hang freely like floating 
teardrops.” St. Bernard listed the answers to the puzzles he had subsequently solved as the 
clues to Carmine’s target, all the while still shifting closer to the thief. “The Fife Tiara.” 


Carmine couldn’t help it, he grinned. God this is so much fun! But he was still being cornered 
here, so he needed to stay focused and not let the thrill of a year’s worth of work all coming 
together distract him. It was always in moments like this that St. Bernard had managed to 


catch him, in the grand reveal as he answered all the puzzles and put together all the clues to 
show that not only had he played the game, but he had beaten it too. It was the best part 
really, nearly as fun as the actual theft part, but only in heists like this would he get to have 
these moments- this shared bit of satisfaction and joy. It was spectacular . But he really did 
need to get away this time, this game wasn’t quite over yet. 


“A tiara fit for a princess wouldn’t you say~?” Carmine smirked, still taunting the hero as 
both he and his dog drew nearer still. “But how did you know I’d come this way? Why not 
head into the city and lose you that way?” 


“And-and miss your chance to hide in Hyde Park?” St. Bernard asked with a snort. “ Never. ” 


Carmine grinned again and shifted back just a little more. It was so funny how well Barnaby 
knew him sometimes... And how well I know him. “Hmmm, well that only leaves me with 
one more question...” He trailed off meaningfully, glancing from dog to owner. Then 
suddenly he tensed- 


Both hero and canine lunged for him but instead of moving right or left he retreated, backing 
up quickly, flipping across the road and sidewalk to land expertly on the railing. “Ah, ah, ah.” 
Carmine scolded the duo, both recovering from their missed grab swiftly, and now facing him 
as he leaned against the light pole beside him. The water wasn’t very deep here but it would 
still create enough chaos to make his escape more possible should he fall in. “Both of you 
stay , | wouldn’t want you smelling like wet-dog for the rest of the night.” 


St. Bernard just snorted, “And are you r-r-really willing to risk taking a swim? | thought cat 
burglars don’t like getting wet?” 


“We don’t.” Carmine grinned, though with his half mask up St. Bernard could only see his 
eyes crinkle, as he swung around the light pole recklessly, hovering out over the water for a 
moment or two. “But to thwart you? I’d grow gills.” Both hero and dog watched him intently 
but neither moved closer. G ood. Step one done... let’s hope two and three work too. 


“Now, I believe I said I had one... more... question~” He went on, hoping he was timing this 
out right. 


“Which is?” St. Bernard asked, shifting from foot to foot but still not moving nearer. Carmine 
was up to something, he usually is , but he was trying to figure out what it was. 


“ Why?” He taunted. 


And that gave St. Bernard pause, “Why...? Why what?” 


Carmine stopped his swinging, eyes focusing on St. Bernard intently. “Yes. Why did I take 
this tiara, Dog Boy?” And he waited- waited for his foe's response... but it never came. He 
watched as a look of confusion flickered across the hero’s face, even his faithful companion 
paused to tilt his head. So Carmine laughed, a proper villainous laugh. 


“You don’t know do you? You haven’t figured it out yet? Tsk, tsk~” He mock scolded before 
making a show of opening one of his pockets and plucking out a small black envelope with a 
red question mark embossed on it. “And here I thought you wouldn’t need the last Hint. But I 
guess you’re just slipping in your old age. All those dog years catching up to you.” 


And he watched as the Hint caught both hero and canine’s attention. Perfect . With his now 
free hand, as he balanced on the railing without support of the pole, he opened a second 
pocket behind his back and pulled out part two of his escape plan. 


Why? St. Bernard thought furiously, trying to run through every clue, puzzle, and scrap of 
information he’d gathered throughout the course of this investigation. But none of it led to a 
why . Why take the tiara? Why take this tiara? He’d said ‘Fit for a princess’... because it’s 
part of the royal family? But why does he care about that? What does he want it for? 


But he was still coming up blank... And he fell for the same old trick again. He let himself 
get too absorbed in solving the puzzles to remember to always pay attention to where 
Carmine’s hands were. Just as he was about to ask another question, Carmine spoke. 


“Well~ This has been a delight . But I really must be going. I have a plane to catch-” And 
with a laugh he revealed a very cartoony looking ray gun, one with round body parts and fins, 
but perfectly in color scheme with the villain. And he fired on the hero before either he or his 
dog could move. 


So... Alex’s people had been right, he couldn’t use the ray gun to shrink living things, not 
even plants. It just didn’t work and Morgan couldn’t have been happier about that fact, 
because then he got to play with just how far those limits went. Say for example, would it not 
shrink a person but what they were wearing ? As it turns out, the answer was very much yes. 
And St. Bernard got to experience this first hand. 


Suddenly all at once, all of his clothes just shrunk . It was like the fabric of his costume had 
just vacuumed sealed him. It didn’t hurt, blood flow hadn't been cut off or anything... but he 
also couldn’t move . Well, he could but even just by breathing he heard stitches start to rip. If 
he kept moving he would undoubtedly be very naked, very quickly. 


Carmine on the other hand was wheezing. He clutched for the light pole again as he shook 
with laughter at the absolutely flabbergasted look on St. Bernard’s face. Even Kotetsu didn’t 
know what to do, letting out a low whine at his owner’s obvious distress. 


“ Carmine!” Snapped the irate hero, still trying his best not to breath too hard. 


“Be-be careful there Dog Boy, you- you wouldn’t want to bust a seam-!” Cackled the villain. 


“Kotetsu-!” St. Bernard commanded and the dog bounded into action. 


And Carmine prayed he’d stalled enough for part three to be in place. “And that’s my cue to 
leave. Adios, Dog Boy!” He called before spreading his arms wide and just let himself fall 
backwards to the water below, hand flipping the last Hint back onto the bridge just as he 
vanished below the railing. He tugged his arms in quickly and hoped beyond hopes that he 
was not about to basically belly flop into the lake back first. 


But instead of hitting water, he landed solidly onto a mat. A mat on a boat. A mat on a boat 
with a small remote control motor that immediately roared to life at full throttle and ferried 
him away. Was landing on the mat better than falling in the water? Yes. Was it better than 
landing on just the empty bottom of the paddle boat he and Ana had rented early in the day? 
Also yes. Did it feel great? No, definitely not. It sucked. Oh it sucked so bad. But he had 
several minutes to wheeze and gasp and try to get his breath back after just having all the air 
knocked from his lungs. 


But within a few moments he was butting up against the shore in the Long Water region of 
the little lake and Ana popped out of her hiding place in the bushes nearby, remote control 
hanging around her neck. “Boss?” 


“Yeah... I’m here.” Carmine wheezed a little hand sticking up so she could see him. With the 
moonlight it wasn’t too hard. 


She splashed into the water and helped him climb out. “I can’t believe you called it with the 
bridge. He really did show up there.” Ana laughed. 


“It was either there or the old police station.” He chuckled and tapped his ear piece, 
“Speaking of, get gone R. I’m with A.” 


“I’m as good as gone, Boss.” Raul responded. 


Then together with Ana’s help they managed to pulled the motor contraption apart, god bless 
modular construction, and had it all stuffed away into her backpack in a few minutes. With a 
nod and a grin Carmine sent her on her way, she North to Lancaster station and while he 
continued Northeast to Marble Arch. 


It really had been a 50/50 chance on where St. Bernard was going to make his stand. And if 
he hadn’t been using the paddle boat earlier and seen a very familiar St. Bernard trotting 
along the bridge, tongue lolling as he panted happily, he might not have had this little boat 
scheme prepared. Was he getting the deposit back on the rental he gutted? No, but oh it was 
so worth it. 


He got to foil Barnaby and keep the tiara. And I’m not even going to miss my flight. 


More than anything that was the most important part, Carmine knew as he sprinted for the 
underground station... 


He had a wedding to attend~ 


Chapter End Notes 


Tension! Drama! Heists! Hopeless Pining! God I love writing this story~ 


But only 3 chapters left and we have a whole wedding to get through. But who knows 
what could happen at a wedding? © 


Chapter 39 


Chapter Notes 


Hey all! Time sorta gotta away from me last weekend between going to a Ren Faire for 
Halloween and my upcoming birthday, things got a little hectic. But, here is the next 
chapter I hope you all enjoy it. 


I didn't manage to directly quote one of Lighthouse's tiktoks this time but several lines 
were heavily inspired by one skit in particular. 


See the end of the chapter for more notes 


Morgan, 2:21pm: Wheels down 


Alex, 2:22pm: Good, see you soon 


Morgan, 2:54pm: Fuck 


Morgan, 2:54pm: Me 


Alex, 3:02pm: What’s wrong? 


Morgan, 3:04pm: Mfing customs 


Alex, 3:05pm: What’s wrong with customs? You don’t travel with illegal stuff in your 
carryons 


Morgan, 3:06pm: No **I** dont! 


Morgan, 3:06pm: Because I have the fucking decency to not get caught and hold 
everybody else the fuck up!!!! 


Alex, 3:06pm: Oh no 


Morgan, 3:07pm: [Attached selfie of Morgan scowling into the camera with a long line 
of people in front of him visible over his shoulder] 


Morgan, 3:07pm: Tell me about it 


Alex, 3:09pm: Holy shit 


Alex, 3:09pm: That looks likes it’s gonna take forever, do you want me to come get 
you? 


Morgan, 3:10pm: No... 


Morgan, 3:10pm: Can you just get out my suit and lay it out for me pls 


Alex, 3:11pm: Sure, which one? 


Morgan, 3:13pm: Grey one and the tie thats got the yellow stripes 


Alex, 3:13pm: Sure, I could do that 


Alex, 3:13pm: Or hear me out, you could wear the dark gold tie with the tiny checkered 
pattern 


Morgan, 3:15pm: 


Morgan, 3:15pm: Sure man 


Morgan, 3:15pm: Whatever makes you happy lol 


Alex, 3:16pm: Wise 


Morgan, 4:36pm: The transportation security administration can fuck all the way off 


Morgan, 4:39pm: Be home in 20 


Alex didn’t see those last two messages until he stepped out of the shower and checked his 
phone while he was drying off. And surprisingly enough Morgan was actually fairly accurate 
with his eta because the apartment door slammed open just as Alex finished securing the 
towel around his waist. 


“ARGGGGGG.” Morgan snarled as he smacked the door closed behind him, chucking his 
keys into the bowl with a clatter as he hurried to his bedroom to ditch his duffle. His single 
motherfucking duffle because he knows better than to check bags on an international flight 
because it takes so fucking long to get them back. What he hadn’t expected was some entitled 
dickhead to bitch, moan, and complain for nearly 40 goddamn minutes about his lion pelt not 
being allowed into the fucking country with him. As if saying over and over that ‘I didn’t kill 
it I only bought it? somehow made it less fucking illegal, the idiotic trust fund brat! 


Alex, unable and unwilling to keep his laugh to himself, chuckled as he opened the door 
letting the steam out as Morgan stormed past him. “And welcome home to you too.” 


“Fan.” Was all Morgan snapped back as he yanked off his hat and tugged his bag off. 


Alex snapped his fingers and the steam vanished as he rolled his eyes. A little steam every 
once in a while wasn’t going to hurt the bathroom, but whatever. He did however go lean in 
the doorway to Morgan’s room as his friend started tugging things out of his pockets while 
trying to also toe off his half tied boots at the same time. “So... the ceremony starts in 90 
minutes and we need to be there in 40... But I take it, you already know that?” And Alex 
couldn't keep the amusement out of his voice as he watched Morgan struggle around. 


“ Yes .” Morgan hissed as he tugged his shirt off and made no attempt to hit the hamper as he 
tossed it away, “I do.” And then he ditched his jeans, before charging back for the door way. 
“Now move, I need a shower.” 


Alex, still smirking, stepped out the way as Morgan, in only his boxers, made the little loop 
from his room through the hall and right into the bathroom, the door slamming closed behind 
him. Then after a beat Morgan opened the door again and looked at Alex, “And thanks. I’m 
glad to be home.” He replied in a much more calm tone, even smiling a little. Then the door 


promptly closed again and before Alex could even finishing laughing he heard the shower 
start up again. 


Well this is certainly going to be interesting. Alex mused as he made his way back to his 
room to finish getting ready. 


“And you’re sure this is going to work?” Morgan asked again as he futzed with his tie a little 
more. It wasn’t that he had a problem with the fie per se, it was more of a problem with 
having to have his shirt buttoned all the way up. He had never once managed to find a button 
down that didn’t feel like it was choking him when he had it fully fastened. But J can survive 
for one evening... He did it all the time for jobs, so he could do it for his little sister’s 
wedding. 


Alex however just adjusted his rolled up sleeves, while he rolled his eyes, and pushed up 
from where he'd been leaning against the sofa. Dressed only in a button down and slacks he, 
for once, was the more casually dressed one this time. “Yes, Morgan. J , the most powerful 
mage to ever exist, am certain this glamor will work. You just need to be in the room before I 
cast it.” 


“Okay, okay.” Morgan replied, finally giving up messing with his tie, it was as good as it was 
going to get. He sighed and dragged a hand through his hair as came to a stop next to Alex. 
“Sorry... I just thought I was going to get back sooner than this.” And that alone annoyed the 
hell out of him, but he caught himself clenching his teeth again and had to force his jaw to 
relax. At this rate he was going to get a motherfucker of a headache if didn’t just Relax. 


But that's easier said than done... 


“T know, but this will only take a second and then we can just teleport to the venue- 
somewhere we won’t be seen.” Alex added before Morgan could mention it. He was 
significantly more fidgety about his whole thing than Alex thought he was going to be. Yes, it 
was Peony’s wedding, but up until now Morgan hadn’t really seemed to care all that much, 
but now it appeared to be really getting under his skin. So Alex just put both his hands on 
Morgan’s shoulders and waited for his friend to look up at him. 


“ Relax. It’s gonna be fine. We’ll get through the ceremony without a hitch, I promise.” But I 
make no guarantee for the reception. He did not add, not now anyways. One thing at a time . 
He hadn’t even told Morgan about his, uh, wardrobe surprise yet, but at this point it was 
probably better if he just waited to spring that on his friend after they made it through the 
ceremony. 


Morgan just sucked in a deep breath and blew it out, nodding as Alex spoke. “I know... I 
know. You’re right. I’m just-” 


“Nervous?” Alex interrupted with a snort. 


And Morgan laughed, “Yes. God... And I don’t even know why...” But he puffed out 
another breathe and made a point to let his shoulders relax more. It actually helped with the 
shirt choking problem a little. “Okay. So do I need to... do anything for this?” 


“No.” Alex hummed, “Just don’t look away until I’m done.” And he let his hands fall away 
from Morgan's shoulders again, before closing his eyes. It wasn’t often he used magic like 
this, to do something big and complex, like an undetectable glamor, but that didn’t mean he 
didn’t know how to. Unlike most mages Alex could actually cast entirely in his head, a nifty 
little trick you pick up when you understand the deepest fundamentals of how all of creation 
worked including the totality of quantum mechanics or 'magic' depending on who was 
asking. So wordlessly and without a single gesture, Alex wove a tight knit web of particles 
and energy over himself in a specific configuration that would make him look, sound, smell, 
and feel like a completely different person to everyone but Morgan. He held his vision of 
what this created figure would look like in his mind's eye as he weaved the illusion together. 
As it so happened, knitting had actually made him better at this sort of thing, he could 
visualize the actual fibers of reality much easier now and conceptualize what the overall end 
product should look like. But within a few seconds he had aggregated enough energy and 
pulled the web so tightly together that no one could see through it, so he snapped and all at 
once all that power just rushed out of him as the spell took hold. 


“There. Done.” Alex chuckled as he opened his eye again. 


“That’s it?” Morgan asked as Alex grinned down at him. As far as Morgan could tell, Alex 
had just closes his eyes, took a few deep breaths, and then snapped. Granted, when he had, 


Morgan had felt the pressure in the room change, making his ears pop a little, but Alex 
looked no different. 


“Yup. No one will know it’s me until after the ceremony is over.” Alex replied but he did 
offer Morgan his hand, they really did need to get going. This little disguise plan had been 
something they had discussed beforehand. As much as Alex lived for the drama, trying to 
deal with everyone panicking before the ceremony had even started was a little much, even 
for him. Besides, this was like a truce night, kinda, so no unnecessary chaos and mayhem 
until after the bride and groom had tied the knot. Then all bets were off~ So Jong as I dont 
start it. He reminded himself. He just couldn’t start the drama but he was absolutely going to 
participate in it when it did occur. 


Morgan, having to just trust Alex on this one, nodded and took his offered hand. It wasn’t 
like trusting Alex was new to him anyways. “Ready?” 


“Yes,” Alex snorted, “Are you?” And he raised a brow and Morgan’s obvious nervous 
energy, one that was now amplified by the contact. 


Morgan puffed out a breath but managed to only grimace a little. “This is about as good as 
it’s gonna get, so yeah.” 


“Okay, then let’s go.” And Alex lifted his hand to snap. The pair vanished in a faint plume of 
red smoke, leaving the apartment empty once more. 


Morgan had had the sense to close his eyes before Alex snapped, it helped with the 
teleportation dizziness a little, so when he blinked open his eyes he was greeted with the sight 
of a frankly stunning manor house. Fresh pumpkins wreathed in fairy lights lined the long 
drive up to the house, interspersed were rustic looking oak logs artfully arranged with clear 
glass candle holders on top. It illuminated the whole walk up and let the arriving guests 
admire the house and surrounding trees. It appeared that even the foliage had bent to his 
sister’s will. All the trees were an absolutely gorgeous array of yellows, reds, and oranges, 
nearly color perfect to Peony’s wedding colors. 


It was like an autumn fairytale princess pinterest board had thrown up all over the place. 
Probably because it had. He loved his sister dearly... but she was as about as basic as you 
can get. But that didn’t make it any less stunning. 


“Holy... shit.” Morgan muttered and Alex just let out a low whistle in agreement. 


“T can’t believe sister’s... this basic.” Alex finally added as the both just took in the outside 
decor. Morgan however snorted and smacked him. “What? She is.” 


“Yeah, but only I’m allowed to say that.” Morgan laughed, “Now come on, let’s go join 
everyone else before Crisp’s drones come to ask us what we are doing.” 


It hadn’t really surprised Morgan that Andrew ‘Andy’ Crisp, ‘genius’ billionaire playboy 
philanthropist, had been willing to lend out one of his many properties to the happy couple, 
especially given that he and Dave were such good friends... But, it did make things 
significantly more amusing now that Morgan had not only exposed and exploited a huge flaw 
in said ‘genius’ billionaire playboy philanthropist’s top of the line security system, he’d done 
it twice. Still Morgan didn’t want his robotic guards to have any reason to give him grief so 
he and Alex made their way out of their hiding spot behind some of the ridiculous sculpted 
shrubs to start up the concrete walk. 


Morgan snickered as he got closer and realized the long drive had been covered in elegant 
chalk paintings of leaves and swirls. Good lord, P~ When they reached the front of the house 
the were greeted this time by glass pumpkins and a lot more candles and all kinds of foliage 
ranging from oranges to reds to deep warm browns. And feathers, for some reason. It wasn’t 
like the spotted feathers didn’t look nice but... why ? Morgan had been so distracted by the 
decor he nearly walked right by one of the greeters. 


“Ah, sir. We do need your name, to check you in.” Said the man, clearly part of the event 
staff. 


“Oh, sorry.” Morgan chuckled and backed up a bit, only to watch his face relax in relief as 
Morgan complied. Ah the life of someone working in customer service, oh how I do not miss 
it. “Morgan Bolten and my plus one.” He relayed with a smile. 


The staffer nodded and scanned his clipboard. Then he frowned and scanned it several more 
times before he glanced back up at Morgan. “Um... I’m sorry sir, I’m not seeing that name 
on here...” 


“Are you sure?” It was an automatic reply and the staffer looked again before nodding. 
Morgan frowned in confusion and just stared at the poor kid awkwardly while he wracked his 
brain for what else he should do. - Only Alex used an alias. And it’s not like Peony would 
leave me off the guest list. I have to be on there- 


“Uh... sir? Are you maybe listed under a different name?” The nervous young man asked, 
fidgeting with his clipboard. Both guests were just staring at him and the taller one of the two 
was- was giving him wicked bad vibes. 


Morgan opened his mouth to tell him no, when realization crashed into him like a truck. It 
was an icy and cold sort of realization. One that chilled his skin as the anger and disgust 
poured into his belly like liquid frost. But he kept the anger off of his face and out of his 
voice as he replied, “Try under Smolt.” And Morgan felt Alex shift at his side but Morgan 
hoped he would just wait while the kid looked. 


The staffer flipped several pages and then his expression brightened, albeit still nervously, 
“Ah, there you are, sir. You both will be sitting row five, seats one and two, on the bride’s 
side. Oh-oh and the sides are switched, so you will be seated so you can see the bride 
throughout the ceremony.” He explained like he’d said it about half a million times already. 


“Thanks.” Was all Morgan could manage but he did offer the kid a polite smile and nod 
before they strolled inside. 


The grandeur and elegance of the autumnal woodland glen brought to life inside the foyay 
was lost on him as he tried to keep a lid on his emotions, all just seething under the surface, 
though in hindsight it was probably very pretty. Something with lots of skinny branches and 
fall leaves and miles of fairy lights and swags of sparkly tulle. People- more event staff, all 
dressed in black, were guiding them and the other guests through the manor and towards the 
ballroom where the ceremony was going to take place, but Alex caught his arm and pulled 
him aside. 


“Alex-” Morgan started in a half whisper but his friend ignored him as he approached one of 
the staffers. 


“Would you mind telling me where a bathroom is?” He asked, tone as polite and sweet as 
honey, but just as lethal as any other well baited trap. 


“Oh- Um- Uh-" Stutter the poor staffer. She'd been told not to let the guests wander but- but 
something about this guest was making her terribly nervous. And not just because they were 
stunningly attractive, most of the guests here today had been too. "I-it’s just over this way and 
then down the hall, sir- Ma’am- uh-", She floundered. 


“Thanks.” Alex hummed, not bothering to correct her, he’d made his disguise ambiguous on 
purpose, and he just breezed by her, pulling Morgan along. 


Morgan let himself be pulled, until they both had rounded the corner and were comfortably 
out of earshot. So long as we both keep our voices down . He reminded himself even as he 
tried to bottle up his anger. ““ Alex-’”’ Morgan whispered again, more harshly now as he tugged 
out of Alex’s grasp. “I don’t want to-” 


“Don’t want to what? Take a minute to be rightfully pissed off?” He demanded just as quietly, 
“What the fuck was that? How could your sister-” 


“It wasn’t her. Especially not after that- that mess from last month...” Morgan muttered, 
shaking his head as he interrupted his equally pissed friend. It was weirdly nice to have Alex 
so irate with him this time. Usually he didn’t want Alex to be upset on his behalf but... but it 
was comforting, Morgan realized. Comforting to have his support in what was basically as 
deep into 'enemy territory' as he was ever going to get. Peony had told him who all from their 
family she was inviting and it had pretty much been all of them. 


That was probably part of why he was so on edge. Half the people here knew he had been 
and the other half... probably had no idea who Morgan Bolten even was. It was inherently 
stressful, and Morgan had basically been so wrapped up in his heist he'd hardly had a chance 
to really think about what all this wedding would entail, not practically anyways. 


So he took a slow breath and tried to think, to really think about why his name had been 
wrong on the guest list. And only one name came to mind. “No... this has my mother written 
all over it. Fuck. ” 


But Alex wasn’t quite so willing to let Peony get a free pass on this. Not when it actively put 
Morgan in more danger and put everything he'd built at risk. “How could she not have 
known, Morgan? She planned everything, right? What? Was she not willing to put her foot 
down to respect your boundaries? To respect your safety?” Alex demanded, voice still low 
but frost began to form on the wall nearby. 


Morgan just grimaced and shook his head, “No, it- My mom has been helping Peony this 
whole time, has been doing things for Peony. Stuff Peony probably never noticed. Look, we 
aren’t sitting with the rest of my family, we’re in the friends section because that was where P 
and I agreed I’d sit. It would have been too big of a thing to change and not have Peony 
notice, even last minute. But my name on the guest list or that little 'surprise' I got in my 
invitation could have been missed.” He tried to explain as he took a few slow breaths. God, I 
just have to deal with family bushit the second I arrive, don't I? I couldn't even make it a full 
minute. Fuck. 


Alex scowled, not really liking that answer, but also finding it hard to argue with. Morgan 
however just sighed and dragged a hand through his hair, and he turned to pace a little, trying 
to work out his frustration by moving. 


Alex didn’t want to let this go- to just let this be something that kept coming up the whole 
night, to let Morgan get slapped in the face with this bullshit whenever it came to anything 
with his name on it, but he couldn’t make a scene right now. He needed to be subtle... Which 
was something he knew how to do he just preferred being flashy- being viciously blunt. Still 
frowning Alex, brushed his fingers over his mouth before he said, “Fine... Then how about I 
undo all of her "hard work'.” But he didn’t wait for Morgan’s response, he just snapped. 


Morgan’s gaze shot back to Alex the second he heard the snap before he instinctively started 
looking around trying to figure out what Alex just did. "What?" 


“T changed our names.” He smirked wickedly. 


“What?” Morgan repeated, blinking with confusion. 


“T changed our names." Alex replied, "On all the documentation, and name tags, and place 
markers, and the guest lists and the directories.” He explained with a shrug, “I was going to 
do it with mine anyways, since I was only using the fake name temporarily, but now both our 
names are right. And your mom can fucking suck it.” 


Morgan couldn’t help it, he laughed. It was a surprised little chuckle that managed to unwind 
more of that anger from around his heart than any deep breathing ever could. It was an 
absolutely petty act on Alex’s part and Morgan couldn’t have thanked him enough for it. 


He had thought once the plane took off in London that he’d finally be able to relax, but he 
hadn’t. The excitement and tension from yesterday’s heist had warped and twisted inside his 
chest turning into this mess of nameless, shapeless, sourceless- anxiety . An anxiety Morgan 
hadn’t even begun to try and untangle and now obviously wasn't the best time too. But thats 
okay... I don t have to be okay- to understand it, right? Just feel your feelings... 


So he did. He felt them. He felt the anger and pain this situation had twisted up his belly. He 
felt his heart hammer with stress and fear about what was going to happen. He felt the tension 
and strain in his back and neck, one that threatened to become a headache as more of that 
sourceless anxiety held him tight as a bow string. 


And then he felt himself relax, felt himself let it go. Not all of it there was far too much there, 
but it was enough. Enough to let him take a slow deep breath and feel it help. God it's nice to 
have a partner... to have the support. 


“Thanks...” Morgan finally breathed and smiled up at Alex. It was a small fleeting kind of 
thing but it was probably the first real smile he’d had since leaving London, the kind that 
actually reached his eyes. 


“You’re welcome.” Alex replied and watched Morgan actually start to relax this time. He 
stopped clench his jaw and he wasn’t forcing his shoulders down anymore, they just were 
down. He wasn’t completely calm by any means but it was better than he had looked in their 
living room a few minutes ago, and Alex was glad for it... But if Morgan thought he was 
going to let this slight go again, he was going to be in for a very interesting surprise. Later... 
Alex promised himself, for now he just wanted to make sure his friend was coping. “Are... 
are you okay? Do you need another minute?” 


“Ha... no. No, I’m not but I’m managing.” Morgan answered honestly, smile creeping back 
onto his face though was pretty sure it had gone a little crooked. “But if that changes I’ II let 
you know.” 


“Good...” Alex nodded and after a beat he gestured back towards the hall they’d just come 
from. “Should we head back then or...?” 


bs 


“Nah. I was actually gonna sneak off once we made it into the ballroom but now works too.’ 
Morgan chuckled and glanced around a bit trying to memorize what this hallway looked like. 


“Sneak off to where?” 


“To go see Peony, wherever the hell she is in this place. I have something for her.” Morgan 
answered and felt some of that good tension and energy return, the mischievous ‘I’m up to no 
good’ kind. But then he glanced back at Alex and grinned up at him, eyes alight. 


““..what?” Alex asked suspiciously, that was a dangerous look on Morgan. Not dangerous as 
in life threatening but definitely dangerous as in he wanted something and Alex wasn’t going 
to be able to say no. 


“Could you maybe please tell me where she is?” Morgan asked, still grinning winningly up at 
his friend, unashamedly trying to use him. 


And Alex just rolled his eyes but complied. Because of course he did. Because I’m a sucker 
and he’s fucking adorable and I cant say no... not that I even want to say no. It only took 
him a second of actively listening to hear her voice and then another second to scan the 
layout of the house in that direction. “She’s on the third floor, west wing, in one of the master 
bedrooms.” 


“Sweet, thanks. Now wait here, I’ll be right back.” Morgan said, but he took off down the 
hall as silent as a cat, not waiting for Alex’s response, still moving with that anxious energy. 


So he missed Alex rolling his eyes even more dramatically this time and simply melting 
away into nothingness as he turned invisible. Like I am actually just going to wait in some 
hallway. Please . 


It didn’t take long for Morgan to find a back stairwell, houses like this always had them so 
staff could get around easier. Things got a little trickier once he reached the third floor 
though, because now there was the whole wedding party and their entourage to deal with as 
everyone finished up their final touch ups. Morgan heard a photographer say something about 
10 til the pre ceremony photos so he knew he didn’t have a lot of time, but hopefully this 
would only take a few minutes. 


He ducked around corners and slunk into unlocked rooms like... well like the thief he was, to 
avoid the staff and party goers. He heard his parents’ voices in the hall as he held his breath 
just behind a door for the office he was hiding in. Another twinge of that weird anxiety 
plucked at his heart but he ignored it and hurried down the hall they had just come from. 


Luckily he quickly found the right place, a lot more fall decor had been hung in this hallway. 
Streamers of tulle and garlands of leaves surrounded the doorframe of what Morgan assumed 
was the bridal suite. He tiptoed up to the door and pressed his ear to the smooth dark wood to 
listen... But he didn’t hear anything. He had been listening for Peony’s voice while he had 

skulked around but hadn’t heard her amongst the little groups. Had he somehow missed her? 


Frowning, he figured he might as well knock in case, and to his surprise he heard rustling and 
a voice. 


“Yes? Who is it?” Peony called. 


Instead of replying, Morgan just cracked open the door enough so he could poke his head 
inside, grinning as he said, “Hey, peewee, you gotta a sec?” 


“Morgan!” She all but squealed, joy painted across her face as she tried to climb up out of her 
chair, but her ball gown style skirt was slowing her down. 


Morgan beamed, automatically delighted to hear his sister’s warm welcome, but he felt his 
expression give way to stunned awe as he got a proper look inside. The room was also 
elegantly decorated, just like the rest of the manor, but it looked more like a kind of spun 
glass fall in here. With floating candle holders hanging from the ceiling and hundreds of 
twinkling lights woven around everything including more of those interesting feather, stick, 
and branch bouquets. And in the center of that picturesque room, framed by it, as though the 
scene only looked as good as it did because she was in it, was his baby sister. 


Her wedding dress was even more breathtaking in person. It sparkled as she moved, glittering 
with beads woven into the lace of the bodice. More white lace hung off her shoulders like 
delicate little sleeves, and the skirt- The Skirt. It was practically a ball gown, a hoop skirt and 
something puffy like tulle but softer, shimmered in the under layers, with a lace top skirt that 
flowed right into the train that trailed across the floor behind her. And it all was a perfect 
match to the lace of her veil, clipped into her elegantly braided hair, and a tiara sat front and 
center, quite literally the crowning piece for her outfit. It was small, a low profile crown 
made with silver and diamond like stones. It matched her teardrop necklace, a gift from Dave 
on their first Valentine’s. More diamonds glittered at her ears and matched the sparkly combs 
in her hair. 


She looked beautiful. She was stunning and radiant and- 


Shes getting married. 


It- it wasn’t like that was a surprise to him. He knew that. Had known that for over a year. 
But it was- it was so much realer now and panic threatened to steal his voice. It was a 
desperate scared kind of thing. It was... fear. 


He was terrified. 


That’s what this anxiety was. It was terror . And not just about having to deal with his whole 
extended family. In fact that fear felt miniscule in comparison to this aching gnawing dread. 


He was afraid... because things were changing again. Because I’ve only just got her back and 
now I’m going to lose her again. 


Expect he wasn’t. He knew he wasn’t. He had known that since they finally managed to have 
brunch again after the truce night disaster. And he re-learned it every other time they'd gotten 
the chance to talk. She was still his little sister. She was always going to be his little sister. 
She was always going to want him in her life, she'd made that point clear time and time 
again. 


And that helped. Having those moments, that proof helped him just now. Helped give him 
something to anchor himself to in the irrational anxiety. It didn’t go away- it might never go 
away, but that didn’t mean his fears were true. 


“Morgan?” Peony asked as he just stood there staring at her, stunned in place. 


Her voice pulled him out of his weird anxiety stricken spiral and he swiped at his watering 
eyes, laughing breathlessly. “-Peony... You look so happy~” He said trying to play off his 
panic as stunned joy. 


And she beamed back at him, before squealing and hurrying over to hug him. Morgan caught 
her and tried not to let her miles of skirts knock him over. He laughed and held on tight and 
rocked back and forth, trying to share in her enthusiasm. It was infectious and by the time she 
pulled back he was more in control again. He had a fuck ton still to unpack, but that was 
future Morgan problems, right now he was just here for his baby sister. 


“God , peewee~ You look stunning. Those pictures you took didn’t do the sparkles justice.” 
He chuckled as she all but bounced in his arms. 


“IT know! I know! Morgan!” She giggled, only to throw her arms back round him again for 
another hug. “ Feee! I’m so glad you came up to see me! Morgan-! Morgan-! I’m getting 
married!” Her joy just bubbling over as she bounced a little with manic energy. 


“T know~” He laughed again and finally she shifted back, still light on her feet despite her 
dress, so she could get a better look at him. “I actually have something for you just because 


of that.” 


“Oh? But Morgan, the gifts and stuff are for later-’” She began but Morgan just rolled his eyes 
and cut her off. 


“T know.” He repeated, still grinning ear to ear, matching her enthusiasm with a mischievous 
version of his own. “This isn’t a gift. It’s a loner.” 


“A loner? What do you mean?” She asked taking another step back so Morgan wasn’t 
standing in her skirts so much as next to them. Automatically she began trying to brush them 
back into place, at least what she could reach. 


“T mean per wedding tradition... I have something borrowed for you to wear.” He explained 
purposefully being cryptic. “I know you probably already have your something borrowed 
but...” And he just shrugged, looking around more now. “I figured two things wouldn’t 
hurt... If you want, that is?” 


“T mean... I do have one already, but what is it?” She asked suddenly suspicious as her 
brother started to really scan the room. And it wasn’t just to look at the pretty decorations, 
either. No she watched as he studied the walls and the corners of the room, like someone who 
was casing a building. She had training on this, on how to spot someone doing this exact 
thing she just never expected to see her brother doing it like it was practically second nature. 


He didn’t actually see any security cameras but he was technically in the sometimes home of 
an A-tier hero who specialized in high-tech gadgets and Als... Meaning anything was 
possible. The whole damn room could be wired and he’d never know. Hell, Peony would 
never know... No- no, she wouldn t let that happen... but why was she just sitting up here all 
alone? Suspicion was as inherent and instinctual to him as breathing and given that he did 
just royally tank Crisp Technologies stocks, this whole thing might not be the smartest idea. 


“Morgan.” She repeated when he didn’t answer her, hand on her hip and Steve’s mom’s 
earrings twinkling a little at her ears as when she shifted. ““What’s going on? What did you do 
?” And now she narrowed her eyes, trying to read his almost always unreadable face. 


Her words and tone caught his attention, but instead of cowing under her pointed look he just 
pursed his lips. “Hmmm... Pll show you, but I need you to do something for me first- well 
two things.” 


“Fine,” She sighed, long since used to his antics, “What?” 


“First, hear me out before you say no.” Morgan replied, before grinning a little, happy to still 
be able to annoy his little sister regardless of the situation. “And second, just to humor my 
paranoia... this isn’t a trap, right?” 


"What?" She blurted out, surprised by his question. 


"This, right now.” He went on, “It's not a trap, is it?" But before she could say something else 
his grin turned into a proper smirk as he continued, "Because legally you have to tell me or 
else it's entrapment ." 


"Oh my god -!" And Peony did scoff now, letting her hands slap down against her sides as 
her idiot older brother just laughed. “What is with you and bad puns!” 


"Oh come on~" He snickered, only relishing the joke more as she complained, but he could 
see her fighting off a smile. "That was funny." 


"You’re an idiot." She muttered, and had to fight the urge to rub her face. 


"I sure am." He answered and wiggled his eyebrows at her, that did it and she laughed too, 
but more at him then at his terrible joke. One that wasn’t actually a joke. "But for real 
though... this- this isn't a trap, right?" 


"What? No, of course it isn't!" Peony replied as Morgan only looked sheepish. "Why would 
this be a trap? Whatever this is, it was your idea to tell me- or show me- or whatever, in the 
first place." 


"Okay, okay. I was just making sure." He placated as she dramatically tossed her hair, 
huffing, clearly enjoying getting to play the part of a princess, as much as look it. "You were 
just up here all by yourself..." 


"Because I asked for a little alone time, Morgan." She replied, rolling her eyes, but honestly 
the suspense was starting to get to her. She wanted to know what he was up to and what it 
had to do with her bridal outfit. "Now will you just show me whatever this borrowed thing is, 
please. " 


"Oooo-kay...” He teased before adding, with another obnoxious big brother smirk, “But you 
have to close your eyes." 


"Oh for the love of god!" She exclaimed even going so far as to throw her hands up this time. 
But she complied regardless. "Fine- fine.” And she closed her eyes, but she didn’t stop 
talking as she heard rustling coming from where she knew Morgan was still standing. “What 
would you have done if I had said yes?" 


"Hmm...” Morgan hummed as he opened a slightly wider pocket than his ‘default size’, but 
only just. The metal briefcase style lock box he pulled out was a little thicker than the usual 
style because of all the extra padding. “Probably still this, I'd have just lost all respect for 
you." 


"You’re so dumb ." She snorted but kept her eyes closed as she heard something that sounded 
kind of like metal clinking or maybe a latch opening. 


"Maybe so, but I'm also very good at keeping my promises...”” He hummed back, tone light 
but his words held a lot more weight for both of them. He saw her face change just a little, a 
bit of sadness creeping in, as he pressed his ring finger over the locking mechanism to pop 
the latch. The little light turned green and Morgan opened the case, before turning it so Peony 
could see inside. “Now open your eyes." 


She did immediately and her breath caught in her throat." ... Oh .” 


Inside the small metal briefcase was thick black foam padding with a cut out that perfectly 
cradled the prettiest tiara she’d ever seen. It was small and elegant with sweeping curves and 
sharp angles that spoke to master craftsmanship. It held enormous teardrop diamonds that 
dangled and sparkled and looked just exactly like the rest of her jewelry. Not that her tiara 
didn’t but- but this one was- it was encased in silver and lined with diamonds and it sparkled 
and twinkled even while he held it perfectly still. It looked too impossible to be real... It 
looked magical . Enchanting, even. 


“.. Oh my god...” She breathed and only barely remembered not to touch her face as she 
lifted her hands to cover her mouth. “It’s- it's beautiful." 


"I thought maybe... you might like to wear it for the ceremony." Morgan suggested, just a 
little hesitantly. He had no idea if she would go for this, hero that she was... but she was also 
his little sister. And this wasn’t an offer for Infrared, it was an offer for Peony. 


"I- Oh god-! Morgan- Morgan, I can't!” She replied stunned, as she finally tore her eyes away 
from it, and floundered to come up with a good reason why she couldn’t “It’s- It's stolen!" 


" Borrowed ." Morgan corrected her. 


"Stolen!" She repeated. 


"Borrowed." He replied... but then after a beat he did conceded a bit, "... without permission. 
But-!" And he cut off her next words with more of his own, "I'm going to give it back. Scout's 
honor!" 


"You were never a scout!" She scowled. 


"I know but, you know what I mean." Morgan huffed. "I promise, before the end of the week 
this will be right back where it belongs. You can check the UK papers on your honeymoon 
and everything... It really will just be borrowed." He insisted, still holding the case out 
towards her. 


"I- Oh... But-” And again she was caught by it’s beauty. Every part of her was screaming for 
her to touch it- to pick it up and wear it and if this tiara had been offered to her anywhere 
else, she absolutely would have. But she can’t- Not with this one- It’s- It’s not hers, it’s 
someone else’s... But- “But they'll know it's stolen-" 


"Who will?" He snorted as Peony forced herself to look away again and not get caught up in 
the little rainbows the facets were making. 


"Everyone!" She all but whined, truly conflicted now. 


"I doubt it. It's only been missing foooor..." And Morgan shifted his hold on the case so he 
could pull his sleeve back enough to look at his watch. He was never really a watch guy but it 
was sort of a standard suit accessory. "19 hours ish." 


"Excuse me?" Peony asked, blinking as Morgan just grinned at her, still holding this very 
stolen tiara. And she had to keep reminding herself of that. That it was stolen. And not hers. 
And not something she should wear... 


"Yeah, I just took it. Then I hopped on a plane back to here so you could wear it." And he 
watched as her gaze was once again drawn back to the crown. So he decided now was the 
time to be persuasive. This was probably the only time she could really let herself do 
something like this, that she could justify being a little bad for just one day and he didn’t 
want her to pass it up. "It's a real tiara, P... One worn by real princesses and dutchesses and 
queens... And you could wear it on your wedding day." 


" Morgan...’ And she did whine now. It was really her only defense at this point... but in 
defense of what she wasn't very sure. “But- But what if someone recognizes it?" 


"Tell them it's just a replica of the Fife Tiara. One you didn't know if your friend could make 
in time so you bought that one-" And he nodded to the one curtaining pinned into her hair, "- 
as a backup." At his nod she glanced over at the mirrors nearby and just gently reached up to 
touch her tiara. One that looked fake in comparison to the real deal. He hadn’t wanted to- to 
make her so conflicted but he did want to give her a once in a lifetime chance. 


"Look,” He began again, in a much softer tone now, “-you can just wear it for the photos and 
the ceremony and then before the reception you come back up here and put it back in this 
case. Then you just slide this little latch closed and that'll lock it.”” And he showed her the 
biometric scanner lock and latch on the case. “This little light will turn red and it'll send a 
notification to my phone and I'll come pick it back up. Then J promise I'll give it right back." 


"I... But- But- But why? Why got through all of this just so I can- just to give it back?" She 
floundered a little, looking not at the Fife tiara but at her brother. 


Morgan felt his mouth twist up into a half smile, one tinged with a little bit of sorrow. 
"Because I promised you if I could ever figure out how to make you a princess I would." And 
he shifted the case around a bit in his grip. "This was as close as I could come up with." 


"What when I was 7?” She demanded, nearly scoffing so her eyes wouldn't well with tears. 
He’d done this for her. Just for her. He was trying to make her wedding special, special in a 
way only he could. “And I made- made you pinky promise you'd help when the other kids 
said it wasn't a real job?" 


"I take my pinky promises very seriously." He chuckled but when she looked back up at him, 
clearly conflicted he gave her another little nudge. "Come on Peony... Don't you at least 
want to try it on?" 


"I..." And she looked from him to the tiara- to this-this strange wonderful gift. A gift that no 
one else could, or would , give her. And he promised to return it, just like he promised to help 
her become a princess. Just like he promised to find her again when he was safe and how he 
promised to try to reconnect with their parents. Because Morgan kept his promises... “You 
are a terrible influence." She laughed but it was a lot more watery now. 


"I know~" He hummed, but before he could say anything else she just hugged him again. He 
had to pull the case out of the way and only barely managed not to drop it but he hugged his 
baby sister back as best he could. 


“ T love you.’ She whispered and tried very hard not to cry and smudge her makeup, 
waterproof mascara only worked so well. 


“T love you too.” He hummed just as softly as she had and something underneath his sternum 
loosened just a little. She might be getting married, might be starting the next part of her life, 
but that didn’t make him any less a part of it. Things would change. Things had to change, 
they always do, but that didn’t have to be a bad thing. So he just held her close and gave her a 
one armed squeeze, before finally letting her go. She backed away and fanned at her eyes a 
bit, but her smile never wavered. "Now-” He smirked, “-go sit and I'll help you take this other 
one off." 


“Okay- okay.” And she scooped up her skirts again and sat carefully in her chair, throne 
really, and faced the three mirrored vanity once more. Morgan helped her remove the pins 
and clips from the tiara that held it in place and gently removed it from her head without 
pulling any hair out of place. 


"There... now close your eyes, it'll be a better reveal." And he grinned at her in the mirror 
even as she scowled, but again she complied knowing he was right. Morgan turned to the 
case he left on the little side table nearby and plucked out the one and only Fife tiara. This 
was a year’s worth of work. Months of planning and scheming and recovery and training and 
everything else that had needed to happen to get him to London at the right place at the right 
time to get away with one of his great’s heists yet. And then he placed the priceless piece of 
history and wealth onto his sister’s head. "...okay, you can open them." He breathed and took 
a little step to the side so she could get the full view. 


"..0h ." She breathed as she took in her new look. It was like the tiara had been meant for her. 
Like it was meant to be worn with this necklace and this dress with this hairstyle. It was... 
something she didn’t know she had wanted- had needed. It wasn’t just a crown, it was a 
promise and an ‘I love you and I remembered’, it was a bit of wicked mischievous fun just 
like they’d get up to when they were little, it was a way for her to have her brother in her 
pictures- in her memories of this day even if he can’t stand with her. 


" Oh Morgan-" She whispered and looked for him in the mirror. 


He stepped closer again and leaned down so they were practically cheek to cheek. " You look 
just exactly right." 


" Morgan-" She repeated, at a loss for words, so many emotions and thoughts and fragments 
of things to say stole her ability to make sentences. So much had already happened today and 
she hasn’t even made it to the ceremony yet. 


"I love you too~" He replied filling her speechlessness with what he figured she was going to 
say. And he wrapped his arms around the back of the chair and her to give her another little 
hug. 


"I love you so much." She replied, barely above a whisper as her hands came up to hold his. 
"I- Im getting married wearing a princess' tiara..." 


"Yes, you are." And he beamed at her in the mirror again, just enjoying this moment with her. 
Letting her have this bit of quiet awe and he watched as she studied her own face again, just 
like she had been when he first poked his head in, he now realized. It made him wonder 
again, just why she was up here all on her own. Especially when her eyes look so sad... 


"Hey P?” 


“Yeah?” 


“Why did you want alone time P?" He asked, still not straightening. He just let his chin rest 
on her shoulder and kept his arms around her. 


"What?" 


"Earlier you said you wanted a little alone time, why?" 


"Because..." And she blew out a little breath as she finally glanced at his face in the mirror 
again. "Because I just wanted to... to settle." And she shrugged a bit. "I- I don't really know. I 
just- This is last time I'm going to be Peony Diego Smolt. The next time I see myself I'll be 
Peony Diego Dodgers- And I'm thrilled- I'm so ready to get married- To be with him for the 
rest of my life but-" 


"But it's still an ending." Morgan finished for her, finally understanding the look on her face. 
It was sad, just not the bad kind. 


"Yes- yes.” She finally managed, pulling away so he could turn to look at him. “ I couldn't- 
nobody else understood." She went on struggling to explain the mix of sweetness and love 
and joy she felt being colored by something resigned and cool and mournful. 


"Hmm, well I do...” He sighed and shift a bit so she didn’t have to turn all the way around to 
look at him, standing more at her side now. “It wasn't something I really realized after I 
changed mine- that I would be someone else. It just- It just hit me a few days after I filed the 
paperwork. That I was a different person now. That I had lost something, closed that chapter 
of my life." And he shrugged as he leaned against the vanity. "But just because it was an 
ending didn't mean it has to be sad. Bittersweet, maybe... but not sad.” And he frowned 
down at the ground trying to put his thoughts together a little more. 


That had been so long ago now, but he could still remember that shitty apartment he used to 
live in. This had all been right before he had moved into his current place- had been right 
before he became D-tier. The mirror was dingy and he’d been exhausted and a wreck that 
week. The light had been flicking again in that little bathroom and nothing he had tried had 
fixed the short. But he had just been standing there trying to decide if he had the energy to 
brush his teeth when it had hit him- really sunk in that he wasn’t Morgan Jack Smolt any 
more. He truly wasn’t that kid. He was whoever he damn well wanted to be. And that had 
been fucking terrifying... all that freedom. It was practically crippling, not that he’d ever told 
anyone that. 


"I guess... what a mean is,” He finally spoke, looking up at his sister again, “-that you don't 
need to grieve, P... But you don't have to feel bad for wanting to say goodbye." 


"...that therapy thing is really working, huh?" She joked after a moment and gestured for him 
to hand her a tissue so she could dab at her watering eyes. 


"I know... It’s wild.” He chuckled and passed her one. “I can like, process my own emotions 
now. What BS is that?" 


"The healing kind." She hummed back and checked her reflection as she cleared away the 
tears, succeeding at not smudging anything. 


"Yeah..." He chuckled again, but mostly just to cover up how weird it all felt. But he shook 
himself out of his introspection again and continued, "No matter who you end up being in 
this next part of your life, Peony, you'll still be my little sister." 


"And you'll still be my big brother." She replied grinning up at him, "I love you Mo." 


"Pfft, I like that one...” He snorted at this new nickname, and pushed away from the vanity a 
little as he tucked his hands into his pockets. “And I love you to Peewee... But I have to be 
honest you could have done so much better than frisby boy. That guy's an ass." 


"Morgan!" She snapped and swatted at him, but he just danced away, and it took to much 
effort to stand up in this dress for her to chase after him with any kind of decorum. 


"What?” Morgan teased, still grinning. “He’s basically my brother now, right? I am morally 
obligated to give him a hard time whenever I can!" 


"I... Well, damn it...” She muttered, unable to fault his logic. “I guess I should warn him 
then." 


"I guess you should~" He snickered back and just beamed at her, utterly unrepentant. He was 
about to be a huge pain in the ass to his new brother in law and it was going to be a fucking 
riot. 


Peony however just shook her head, but she couldn’t resist her own growing smile for long. It 
was so nice to see Morgan looking so- so happy . He was only delighted because he was 
envisioning the mayhem he was going to cause but still, it looked good on him. So she said as 
much, "You look good by the way. I like the tie." 


"Thanks, Alex picked it out." He replied, glancing down to look at the gold tie with its tiny 
black patterning, from a distance it made the tie look a little like gold mesh jewelry. It wasn’t 
something he wore all that often because it was a bit too flashy for his norm, but it worked 
well with Peony’s colors and for a wedding it seemed fine. 


"Hmm.” And she pursed her lips. This was something they hadn’t discussed, not in any of 
their brunches and she’d sort of been waiting for him to bring it up, but he didn’t. And then 
more time passed and he sdi// didn’t say anything. And then the whole FA had gotten this idea 
in their heads’ that they needed to stop the Devourer from crashing her wedding and Morgan 
still hadn’t brought it up so... It was now or never. 


“Speaking of Alex... or should I say Alexi ." And she narrowed her eyes trying to gauge his 
reaction. What she hadn’t expected was for him to throw his head back a laugh. 


"Ha! Don't look at me!” He cackled, “That was his idea of a ‘good alias’." Morgan had given 
Alex shit about it for months when he’d come up with it back in March. But seriously, Alexi 
Stewart? Adding an ‘i' to your name and just using your mom's maiden name was the worst 
possible way to come up with an alias. But Alex had just told him to shut up and put it down, 
so he had. And now Morgan got to snicker and laugh about it all over again. 


"So you really did bring him, then?” She asked, “‘ Because mom has been swearing up and 
down that you didn't..." And I swore up and down that you were... Though she didn’t say that 
to their mom or dad. If Morgan had wanted to have it be a ‘secret’ then she wasn’t going to 
stop him... so long as it didn’t ruin her wedding. 


But her words were enough to suck all the fun out of the situation. Morgan went from 
chuckling to grimacing in under a few seconds. It wasn’t like he didn’t know this was going 
to be a- a thing, but he’d mostly just been ignoring it. Had hoped he could just continue to do 
so, until his mom had pulled that bullshit with the names. That still left a venomous taste in 
his mouth, but now wasn’t the time to be vicious. Peony had a right to know and to ask, Alex 
was still... well Alex. Him being here was going to cause problems for her, even if I think it 
might have been the best idea I'd ever had. 


"She can..." He finally managed after a second, "...believe whatever suits her fantasy best." 
But he sighed and glanced back up at Peony to answer her question. "But yes, I did. Oh, but 
he's in disguise." Morgan added as an afterthought. 


"He is?" Peony blinked. "Why?" 


"Because we sorta figured it cause less problems that way... well, at least until the 
ceremony's over. After that all bets are off." Morgan explained. 


"Hmm...” She hummed again and ran through her list of ‘Break glass in case of Alex’ plans 
she and her soon to be husband had come up with over the last six months. “That's... Okay, 
Dave and I can work with that." 


"You... can?" Morgan questioned, and now he was the one giving his sister a suspicious look. 
And to his growing apprehension, she simply smirked back at him. Now a real red alert was 
going off in his head, the 'in coming little sister schemes' kind. "Um... How?" 


"Ooooh no~” She taunted, “You were gonna surprise me with Alex just showing up at my 
wedding, so it’s only fair that I get to surprise you with my countermeasures." 


"Well... Yeah no, I don't like that." Morgan replied while she practically preened under his 
half panicked stare. "What are you planning, peewee?" 


"A surprise. One you are just gonna have to suck up because I'm the bride. It's my wedding, 
you'll just have to deal." She replied smugly and crossed her arms over her chest looking as 
regal and snooty as she could manage. The look was only slightly spoiled by her asking a 
little nervously, "... so truce night rules, right?" 


"Yes." Morgan confirmed, glad to see she was at least somewhat talking this seriously. It was 
one thing to tease Alex in private, it was another for her, a hero with no known ties to him, to 
do so publicly. "But don't expect him to be kind. Civil? Yes, but not kind." 


"How about amused?" She asked, tapping her chin thoughtfully. 


"It depends... are you going to be amusing? Or are you going to amuse him?" Morgan 
countered, not committing himself. "Because those are two very different things." 


"A little of both I think." She replied as she settled on the plan she thinks would work best, 
and it would protect Morgan’s current identity in the process, something Alex wouldn’t balk 
at... probably. 


"Then, yes. But... just don't do something- something that will challenge him, please. 
Courtesy only gets you so far, and he likes you... kinda." Morgan answered honestly, and 
only shrugged when she gave him a displeased look. "What? Kinda is a pretty big step for 
him. He thinks Dave is a whiny little bitch." Morgan added helpfully as Peony glowered 
some more. 


" Regardless." She muttered, "We can work with that." 


"Whatever you say." Morgan shrugged and hoped this didn't end badly for either him or his 
sister... and Dave. Morgan didn't really care about anyone else. Mostly. "... uh, hey P?" 


"Yes?" 


"Maybe... maybe try to keep Mom and Dad away from us, yeah?" Morgan suggested, 
crossing his arms now as he looked out the wide balcony doors off to the side. 


"Oh-kay?" She replied hesitantly, but Morgan’s face had gone all unreadable again, so 
whatever this is it wasn’t good. 


"...what's up?" 


"He's just still... dealing with everything that happened when I was a kid and I'd rather not 
test his patience any further than she already has." Morgan sighed and glanced back at her, 
worry pulled at her brows and all traces of smugness and wedding joy were gone now. 


"Morgan? What- What did she do?" Peony asked, but Morgan only shook his head. 


"Some other time, P..." 


"But Morgan..." She began again, not willing to take his placation. 


"I'll... I'll tell you later. Afterwards." Morgan replied, "Just be happy, right now. Enjoy your 
wedding. Don't let my mess get in the way. I'll be okay." 


"But-" 


"Enjoy tonight." Morgan interrupted again, making the effort to really smile this time. And it 
wasn’t even forced as he went on, genuine amusement coloring his words, "I'll be fine... I 
have back up." 


"I... I guess you do, huh?" She replied matching his soft smile with one of her own. She 
wished Morgan wouldn't need back to just spend time with their family but she was glad he 
had it. That he had Alex. Like the scariest guard dog to ever exist... But she wasn't quite 
ready to drop it yet. 


"But you will tell me, right? I-I don't want to let her keep getting away with things that bother 
you anymore. It- This won't work if we don't stick to our boundaries, right?" 


". right." Morgan nodded, before shifting again, pushing back up to standing again. "And I 
will, just not today." 


"Okay..." 


"Good. Now I-" Morgan began, ready to get gone before someone came back to collect the 
bride. But the event staff were quicker than he hoped and someone rapped lightly against the 
door. 


"Peony? Are you ready?" Ask an event staffer, "We've got Dave heading downstairs now..." 


"Just a second-!" Peony called back, just as startled by the knock as Morgan but not nearly so 
quick on the uptake as her brother. Morgan was already halfway to the balcony doors when 
she turned towards him. " Morgan? " She whispered. 


" Gotta go." Morgan answered just as quietly, as he opened the doors. " You look beautiful. 
Remember to put it back in the case and lock it." Morgan went on as he peaked around 
outside and beamed when he discovered a balcony just down and one window to the right. " 
Love you lots, bye." And he hopped up onto the railing. 


" Love you too-" She began only to watch as Morgan clearly readied himself for a jump." 
Oh-! Be careful-" 


"Ha- Never." He chuckled quietly, before winking at his sister and diving off the balcony 
railing. It was an easy jump to make and he landed on the lower balcony with relative ease. 
Rolling through the momentum as he popped back up onto his feet again, hardly making a 
sound. 


"Phew..." He sighed as he dusted himself off and started for the doors again, he needed to 
figure out where he was and how to get back down to- 


A figure suddenly melted out of nothingness in his peripherals and he leapt and spun like a 
cat. But his instincts already knew who it was so he didn't refrain from making a strangled 
sound of fright as he turned to face Alex. "GACK-! Alex! Don't do that!" 


But instead of smirking or something like he usually did when he scared Morgan, he just 
leaned back against the railing arms crossed and brows furrowed. 


"What?" Morgan asked, as he rubbed a hand over his still pounding heart. 


Alex stayed quiet for several long moments as he just studied Morgan. Finally he spoke, 
"...All of that, an entire year's worth of scheming... And it was all so you could let your sister 
wear a fancy tiara for her wedding?" Alex questioned, clearly displeased in some way. 


Morgan wasn't really surprised Alex had been eavesdropping, it was one of his favorite 
hobbies, but he was a little disgruntled by his tone. "Yeah, and? You've got a problem with 
that?" Morgan demanded. 


"Hmm... no." Alex replied, still studying Morgan. And then he snorted, breaking the tension 
his questions had created. "I just don't want you to give me shit anymore about being the 
sentimental one." 


And just like that Morgan relaxed again. He- he wasn’t sure why Alex had been upset, but it 
was a relief to know it was just over something trivial. "I never said I wasn't sentimental." He 
countered. "I just don’t mind being a hypocrite." 


" No shit." Alex muttered, rolling his amber eyes before grinning. Morgan laughed and Alex 
was happy to hear it. He and his sister had hit on several pretty heavy topics and Alex hadn't 
been able to see Morgan’s face- to read his body language to know if it was too much. But 
clearly it wasn't and as much as he hated to admit it Peony was... tolerable, even if she was a 
hero. 


After a beat, when Morgan was done laughing, Alex added a bit more softly, "...She’s lucky 
to have you." 


"And I'm lucky to have her." Morgan replied, sighing as he leaned a hip against the railing, 
matching Alex’s casual stance. The breeze was cool and nice out here and it made the leaves 
in the trees dance like little orange and red embers. "...And you." 


Alex glanced back at him instead of out over the lovely autumn trees, but Morgan just went 
on. "I don't think I'd be half the thief I am today if it weren't for you. And I doubt I'd have 
been able to survive... any of this if you weren't here." 


Surprised by this bit of quiet honesty, Alex was at a loss for words. "... you'd have managed." 
He finally replied, but Morgan only smiled, it was that soft gentle kind. One that made Alex 
think he still had a lot of what he'd spoken to his sister about on his mind. 


"No... No, I don't think I would have." Morgan chuckled a little. He was weirdly calm 
despite his words, despite the raw naked facts that accompanied them. He'd been so candid 
with his sister just a second ago, maybe he was just still feeling... sentimental. "Not without 
the months of therapy and the emotional support and- and the safety net... I really don’t think 
I would have." 


"I-" Alex started still not sure what to say. Morgan didn't seem upset exactly just... quietly 
content- please even. Amused by the topic instead of embarrassed, like he could get 
sometimes when he brought up stuff like this. "You're... welcome." 


"Hmm..." Morgan hummed and finally glanced back at Alex. Alex who was currently in 
disguise so he could go to Morgan’s sister’s wedding, a hero, getting married to another hero, 
with an audience full of heroes. Alex who hadn't even hesitated to offer his help back in 
February when Morgan had his first proper depressive crash in years. Alex who made a point 
to check in with me to figure out what would or wouldn't help me cope... Alex who cares so 
damned much- Alex who gave me a way to always reach out whenever I need it- 


"I really am, aren't I?" Morgan finally breathed, more on accident than on purpose as those 
pretty honey yellow slitted eyes watched him intently. 


"What?" Alex whispered back as Morgan just /ooked at him. He just held Alex’s gaze and- 
and Alex could swear he felt... felt those butterflies again but it was hard to tell as his own 
stomach flip-flopped under Morgan’s gaze. He couldn’t seem to look away... 


"Nothing..." Morgan hummed, shaking his head a little as he pushed off the pretty stone 
railing. "We should go find our seats though, this thing is gonna start soon." 


"right." Alex muttered, eyes still tracking Morgan as he went back towards the balcony 
doors. He wanted to say more- to ask more. To demand answers and to figure out what he 
meant by that and whether the butterflies were even butterflies and why hadn’t they gone 
away while Morgan was off in Europe and all the while he had Ohio’s commentary running 
through his mind on loop just like it has for the last several weeks. 


But the door clicked as Morgan finished popping the lock and he missed his chance, again . 


Fuck... How do I keep letting moments like these slip through my fingers? 


He clearly needed to make a point next time to not let Morgan slip away without explaining 
what he meant or what that look was for... but for now he followed after Morgan and headed 
back downstairs to celebrate the happy couple. 


The smug happy bastards... 
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They were the last two guests to arrive in the ballroom, but not everyone had sat down yet so 
they managed to slip in unnoticed. Well... mostly unnoticed. Several people did glance over 
at Alex and Morgan as they made their way to their assigned seats. And even just that little 
bit of attention made Morgan instantly uncomfortable. Partly because of the baseline anxiety 
this whole situation was creating and partly because he really did prefer to go unnoticed 9 
times out of 10, sorta a staple to being a thief and all that, but these people didn’t stare for 
long. And if they did it was only to take a second look at Alex- er, at Alex’s disguise... But 
the S-tier villain didn't pay them any mind so Morgan tried not either. 


No, it wasn’t until they sat down that Morgan became the one getting the double takes. He’d 
offered to sit on the inside, so Alex could sit near the aisle. Namely so his friend could have 
the extra leg room, but also so he wouldn’t have to sit next to strangers. Morgan honestly 
couldn't care less which of Peony's friends he sat next to long as he wasn't near his family. 
And they weren’t. There were several rows between their bench and the nearest face he 
recognized, just like they’d discussed... but that didn’t stop people from noticing him . He 
purposefully ignored their stares, and the whispering to neighbors, and their neighbors' then 
turning to look too. It was unpleasant to say the least, especially given that the last time he'd 
seen his whole family all together like this was because they'd set up an ‘intervention’ and had 
kidnapped him. 


No, that certainly isn t help me feel less stressed... He thought bitterly as he caught a few of 
his cousins rubbernecking to try and find him in the crowd. Some were even holding infants 
or toddlers he didn't know the names of. He really wasn't a part of the Smolt-Sterling family 
anymore. Now if only they'd all start acting like it... But he made a point to keep his grimace 
off his face, even as he saw his Uncle Leo, his dad's brother, start to stand. 


His eyes were locked onto Morgan and even his bushy mustache couldn’t hide his obvious 
scowl. Alex shifted ever so slightly but he too made no other acknowledgement of his intense 
stare. But then his Aunt Amy had had the sense to tug Leo back into his seat. He might 
moonlight as Braveheart, the Leon Crusader, but right now he was just Leo Smolt, and he 
was not about to start a scene at his favorite niece's wedding. Even if he was closer to 
Armistice than my dad ever was... 


Morgan let out a slow breath and Alex shot him a quick glance, eyes questioning, but Morgan 
just shook his head. Now wasn’t the time to dig into this. In fact he probably shouldn t tell 
Alex that tidbit, just to make sure Leo would survive the night. But reminding himself that 
Alex was right next to him- that no one could or would get to him tonight helped him shrug 
off some of the prickling he felt crawling along the back of his neck... but only some. Fuck, I 
hate being watched. 


Thankfully a few moments later the MC walked out and tapped on her little microphone, 
asking everyone to take their seats. It wasn’t too much longer before the music started 
playing and the wedding party began to slowly file down the aisle to some unseen cues. 
Morgan had nearly managed to fake being unbothered well enough to almost make himself 
believe it, when Strider walked by. Their mother was on his arm, as he guided her to her seat. 
They didn’t look over at him, he was easy to miss in the sea of people... and he had also 
purposefully ducked behind Alex to avoid any possibility of awkward eye contact. Honestly, 
that was the very last thing he wanted just now. But despite his avoidance it didn’t stop 
something heavy and cold from settling deep in the pit of his stomach. It twisted strangely 
inside his chest as it made his anxiety start clicking up again. He hadn’t even managed to 
settle from his chat with Peony- from his confrontation with his own fears about change, yet 
again , before this new thing started to claw at him. And it was harder without Peony with 
him- without her there to remind himself why he was putting himself through, a 
counterbalance to combat this sudden... uneasiness. 


Dave helped a little. Seeing him framed by an arch of braided sticks, flowers, and twinkling 
lights, looking delighted and excited as he waited for the music to change, signaling the 
entrance of his bride. It helped keep him in the moment, somewhat, but this feeling still didn’t 
go away. It was like- like an ache. One that radiated out from his chest- from his hammering 
heart. Like when your hands get too cold and they go so numb you almost can't feel them or 
when a bad joint reacts to the changing weather. It was constant, grating, and hard to ignore 
the longer it persisted. He'd felt a whisper of it gnaw at him earlier when he’d heard his 
parents' voices, but now that he could see them- see his mom all dressed up for Peony’s 
wedding it solidified into something bitter and mournful. 


And then the bridesmaids and groomsmen entered and each taking their assigned place. Then 
the music began to swell and soften, the signal for everyone to stand. So Morgan joined them, 


just following the crowd, as the flower girl threw her last handful of petals... 


When Peony rounded the corner the room took a collective gasp, a soft wave of awe and 
admiration held them in that second as they all got a look at her. She was radiant. She was 
stunning. She was beaming . 


Even underneath the veil everyone could see her broad, giddy smile as she stared at the man 
she loved. Her other half. Her soul mate. And then that held breath was over and Rob Smolt 
stepped up to escort his only daughter down the aisle, a father's honor, as the music became 
something gentle and sweet, full of violins and tinkling bells. It was perfect. A perfect 
moment. 


And it clicked. 


It clicked why he was feeling so much grief mix into his anxiety and fear. He was grieving 
this- this moment... one he’d never get to have, not like this anyway. Not surrounded by 
family and friends. Not a ceremony that would connect these two groups of people. He didn’t 
have a group to be connected with. He was... alone. He had chosen it, sure. Had basically 
been forced to or die, but... he still couldn’t ever have this. 


And now the guilt- the anguish and resentment and just plain old fucking misery that he had 
been dealing with for over a decade was trying again to drown out any joy he might feel. It 
tried to overshadow the warmth and the happiness and the pride he felt for his little sister. It 
tried to pull at the tattered edges of his love for her and undo all his effort to keep himself 
together- to be together for her today. 


And it was succeeding... 


Fuck, I probably should have talked more with Dr Haylie about this. Morgan admitted to 
himself as they all sat again, but it was a little late now. Now, he was just going to have to 
deal. He could do that, he could deal with this. He had dealt with this before. Hundreds of 
times. He had managed to stifle his own feelings for so long, he could do it again now for a 
few hours. Afterwards- tomorrow maybe, he’d stop and process all this. When he had the 
time, time he didn’t have now. So he’d just put this away- just put it out of his mind and- 


Peony reached the front of the room, ready to join Dave at the alter, but Ellen stood up again. 
She stepped towards the pair, her husband and daughter, and together she and Rob gave 
Peony away. Both were teary-eyed and smiling, their faces so proud- so pleased - so loving- 


And it hollowed him out. 


This was a happy moment for Peony, the happiest thus far. She was sharing a touching 
moment with her parents before she married the love of her life. This was lovely and sweet 
and wonderful. And it was like he was watching it all in black and white. It all just felt so 
empty to him- He felt so empty to it. Empty and broken and alone as this whole song and 
dance seemed to go on without him. 


Peony laughed and sparkled and took Dave’s hands as the officiant cracked jokes. The couple 
turned a bit to pose for photos so everyone could get their shots now before putting their 
phones away for the rest of the ceremony. And all the while he felt so terribly outside it all. 
Disconnected from this moment- from these people, from this thing he didn’t even know if he 
wanted , but had apparently given up years and years ago. It was like he’d found an old 
wound, one that he hadn’t known existed but now that he was looking at it he could feel how 
badly it hurt- had been hurting this whole time. 


Maybe if he’d been more involved with the wedding- had been around to help more- had 
been able to help more without rubbing himself raw on the pretending, then this all wouldn’t 
have hit him as hard as it was. Maybe if he’d tried to processes giving up on this attempt to 
reconnect with his family instead of just ignoring it and pushing off everything else in favor 
of focusing on his heist, it wouldn’t feel like the floor had just dropped out from underneath 
him. 


Maybe if I just hadn’t ran away I could have still had all of this. 


And then Alex shifted next to him, moving a bit so their legs brushed and it was like coming 
up for air. It was like being slapped back into reality. His hands were shaking just a bit so he 
pressed them flat against his legs trying to still them. The grief was still there and the pain 
and the dread, but he could actually hear the officiant now and their voice seemed far too 
loud. He ached. Oh he ached so bad! y, but he’d survived worse. He knew he could survive 
this, could manage this. No... not manage, cope. He could cope with this. Could cope with 
being so overwhelmed like this. He didn’t have to run away or shut down or shut everyone 
out. He knew how to get through this, knew what he needed to do to deal with this. All he 


had to do was take it one step at a time. To just take that first step. And then the next- and the 
next- and- 


So he took it. He did what he needed to do. 


He reached out. 


Morgan slid his hand from where it rested on his leg to the side- to the lovely wood of the 
bench in between him and Alex. And he found Alex’s hand, felt Alex automatically shift his 
fingers so they could hold hands, just like that. So easy, so simple. And hidden. Something 
unnoticed by everyone else. It wasn’t for them, anyways. 


And Alex's hand was warm and comfortable and- And Alex squeezed his fingers just a little. 
It was a question, it was an acknowledgement, it was an offer. And Morgan just closed his 
eyes. He just needed to- had to. People might all be expecting waterworks today, but Morgan 
didn’t want his to be from anything but joy. He wanted to be happy for Peony. He wanted to 
enjoy this moment in her life. A moment he was so damned grateful to be able to be a part of 
despite how difficult it was for both of them. She wanted him here, she had come up with 
plans to make sure he could be, and be comfortable while doing so. 


So if that meant he needed to take a fucking second for himself and just feel his emotions 
instead of analyzing them to death then he would. Someone was probably recording this 
whole thing anyway and he could always go back and watch it again later. So he took several 
slow deep breaths and acknowledged the aching burn in his lungs, around his heart. The 
twisting in his belly, the painfully waves of nausea. How his eyes stung under his closed lids. 
Then thought about other things he could feel. Like how his shirt felt tight around his throat 
again so he dropped his shoulders. And remember why he wasn’t a huge fan of these socks 
because he could feel the little seams rubbing at his toes. And he thought about how his hand 
felt in Alex’s. Warm and dry and comfortable- comforting. So damned comforting... It was a 
familiar sensation for him now, Alex’s fingers laced with his. It was something he had craved 
while he'd been gone. There was so much he'd craved while he'd been gone... 


I wondered if Alex notices my callouses the same way I notice his when we hold hands like 
this... 


And it helped. 


This helped. Not the bottling, not the pretending, just this. It gave him an anchor, one he 
desperately needed, to help him focus on the now and the real and not the deep dark parts 
inside his own head. Grounding . He recalled. That’s what he was doing, he was grounding 
himself. Dr. Haylie, you were right. I know you know you were right but I need to tell you it 
more often. After all this, I promise I will tell you that first thing during our next session... 


And then he heard a very familiar and comforting voice inside his head, "< You okay?>" 


Alex had felt Morgan’s mood take a sharp nosedive a few minutes ago but he didn’t know if 
he should do something about it, and if so what . But before he could make a decision, 
Morgan had slipped his hand into Alex’s. Alex tried not to let his surprise show on his face, 
Morgan felt- felt... overwhelmed , was a good word for it but he’d also reached out. He had 
reached out and then closed his eyes, taking slow breaths. Alex watched as he moved the 
fingers of his free hand in slow small circles on his leg. He was working though his coping 
mechanisms, which was reassuring to say the least. Especially as the turmoil and heartache 
and hyperalertness started to ease up some, the thorns started to unwind from around his 
lungs, from out of his pounding heart. But when he spoke telepathically he caught Morgan 
off guard, his eyes opening in surprise, flicking to Alex and then away again. 


"<Sorry.>" Alex hummed, “< But I figured this was better than just whispering.>”’ 


"<Nah, it's oka y.>" Morgan thought back, shaking his head slightly in amusement, "</ 
really just keep forgetting you can do this.>" 


"<That’s probably because I never do. I’d much rather people know when I’m speaking and 
act accordingly.>" Alex replied. A small smile pulled up the corner of his mouth as he 
watched Morgan lift his free hand to rub at the smirk on his face, clearly trying to hide it. 
Satisfied Alex glanced back towards the ‘happy couple’, trying to keep up the illusion that 
they were listening to the officiant babbling on about timeless love or whatever the fuck. If 
this had been in a novel Alex probably would have cared more but since he didn’t give a shit 
about the couple being wed he was happily tuning it all out. 


"<I do know how much you like to hear yourself talk...>" Morgan snickered silently. “<But 
thanks... I'd really rather not be the center of attention just now.>” 


"<Yeah, I- uh, sorta figured that...>" Alex thought back, but he hesitated before asking this 
next part. "<Did... you want to talk about it at all? Or nah? I wasnt really sure...>" 


"<I... I just realized something, is all.>" Morgan sighed and shifted a bit, not quite leaning 
into Alex but he did tighten his grip on Alex’s hand. Alex didn’t say anything back, letting 
Morgan organize his thoughts before he continued. “< Well, not all but... it was kinda the last 
straw, I guess. I was starting to spiral...>” 


Alex didn’t reply right away only shifting a little on the bench without moving away from 
Morgan, before saying, “< TJ noticed...>” 


“<Yeah... yeah, I guess you probably did.> ” Morgan sighed and rubbed at his eyes a little, 
still not letting go of Alex’s hand. “< J just- When I ran away... When I left, I guess I hadnt 
really like, considered considered everything I was giving up, you know? Like, I wouldnt 
change it now- I couldn't have stayed there and survived but... but things like birthdays and 
Christmas'. I was giving those up too and I didnt realize it until my first Christmas alone on 
the streets. But... But I didn t realize until just now I was giving up all of this too.> " Morgan 
explained the best he could. There was so much to this, so many emotions good and bad, 
happy and furious, calm and resentful. It was this strange mix, a mix he hadn’t really been 
ready to deal with, least of all at his sister’s wedding. 


"< This?>" Alex prompted gently while Morgan’s emotions continued to sit heavily across 
his shoulders. It felt like a wet wool blanket. Something itchy and uncomfortable and 
overbearing, but it wasn’t nearly so easy to get rid of it as taking it off. 


"< A wedding like this. One with my parents and- and siblings and all of that.> " He 
answered, and a small tired smile pulled at his mouth. "< Heh, as a teenager and even a 
young adult, marriage had been something that old people did. It wasn t something I had any 
reason to think about. It wasnt time for that. Hell, I still don't even know if I want that- want 
to be married. But no matter what I decide, I can't ever have this. And I guess... it just struck 
me, is all...>" 


But Morgan shrugged, and went on, “< /t was just one more thing in this sea of bullshit I was 
dealing with and it tipped the scale. It’s one thing to be dealing with how this wedding thing 
is gonna change stuff between me and P in the future, or just to have that constant itch 
between my shoulder blades as my extended family all stare at me like I’m diseased, or 
pathetic , but this- this extra bit of so something else I can t have because my family is 


fucking dysfunctional on a good day, fucking sucked. It... it just sucked.> ”’ Morgan sighed, 
staring more now at the back of the bench in front of them then up at the proceedings. 


Alex didn’t know what to make of that, not all of it anyways. Didn’t know how to help, how 
to make it better... Because I can't. And god did that still burn at him. That he still couldn’t 
help Morgan- couldn’t give him something like this- give him his childhood and family 
back. 


But Alex could practically here his Ma saying, “..But sometimes just being there is enough, 
sweatpea.’ And there was something he could do, some part of this he could fix, had been 
planning to fix tonight. 


"< First... I think... No, I know, if you didn't invite my Ma- didnt ask her to help you plan 
whatever ceremonial wedding thing you want to do, she’d be so upset with you. But worse 
than that she'd blame me for it.> " And Alex shook his head, he could practically hear her 
giving him a hard time over it, not Morgan. Like somehow Morgan not asking for her help 
was Alex’s fault. “< Jn fact >” He snorted, “< J’m willing to bet she wouldn t let you do it 
without her input. And my Pa? Oh, if you dont let him help find a decent photographer for 
the event? He’d remind you of that fact every time he mentions the scrapbook he put together 
for it. Which would be very often, trust me.>” Alex could still remember the way he had 
complained about the prom photographer- the way he still does. 


And Alex smiled when he saw Morgan, again, trying to fight off a smile. He managed to keep 
his grin to himself better than Alex had, but he went on as the couple up at the front of the 
room started to pull out papers with their handwritten vows. Did they really not even bother 
to memorize them? Come on, so half assed. To Morgan he thought, “< J know it wouldn t be 
like this. But I kinda figured basic bitch fairytale fall isn t really your style so...>” 


And Morgan nearly snorted aloud, only barely managing to catch it in time and huff quietly 
instead. “< No- God, no. This really isn t.> ” But Alex was right, it wouldn’t be the same... 
but the same wasn’t an option for him, not one that would let him be him. Not one that would 
let me be happy, the same way Peony is... Morgan glanced up at his sister again and smiled a 
little as she just grinned at Dave. He could see her face like this, with the sides switched, and 
she... She looked so happy, so in love, so in the moment. 


And... And he could see it- see them, Lissa and Mal, enthusiastically helping him. He could 
see them being willing to help him plan and arrange everything. To hell with local ordinances 


and laws, they wouldn’t care if what he wanted was illegal or grandiose. They’d just... 
support him. And really, that was what he wanted. He wanted someone who knew him- who 
loved him, helping him plan those next steps... /f] even want to take them. He still didn’t 
know... exactly. But thinking about Lissa and Mal and wedding plans made him think of 
Alex and Lissa and Mal and wedding plans. 


He swallowed hard and tried not to let the butterflies get to him. That was- No, no, he just 
wasn’t even going there right now. It was- too much- too many steps into a future that was 
still as murky as mud. Even if that mud seems more and more worth testing every day- But he 
pushed that thought away, pushed the flutter and the wanting away. He had enough on his 
plate right now, too much to be even thinking about any of that. 


Still, Alex was right. What his future looked like wasn’t going to be like this, it never could. 
And... he didn’t want it to. He wanted how it felt , yes, but not the baggage. He didn’t want 
the anxiety and the worry and all the having to deal with his tenuous family relationships like 
they were live explosives. He could, he was going to for the rest of the evening, but he didn’t 
want to have to. He didn’t want to have to make compromises with people who didn’t know 
or understand him. With people who would make changes behind my back because they know 
what 8 best. 


But Alex wasn’t done making his point yet, “<As for the rest... As much as she does annoy 
me, and she does, endlessly . Your sister, at the very least, seems to treat you like your a 
person and not like a belonging- And yes, as someone who struggles with that concept, I 
know I might not be the best judge. Regardless , if she wasnt a hero... I would probably 
tolerate her.>” Alex allowed begrudgingly. 


If she hadn’t stared him down earlier this year, he probably wouldn’t even be bothering with 
any of this civility, but she had spine and Alex could respect that. She also wasn’t stupid. She 
was smart enough to know she was out classed but choose to be unyielding anyways. It was a 
quality Alex appreciated in an opponent, it meant they’d be fun to break. It was half the 
reason he liked to swat around Dave so much. He just kept popping back up. That's probably 
part of why they work so well as a couple, Alex realized and tried not to roll his eyes. Heroes 
could be so cliche sometimes. 


“< I’m glad she’s growing on you.>”’ Morgan chuckled, and shot Alex a quick winking grin 
before glancing back to the alter. This time Alex did roll his eyes. 


“< She isn t, but whatever.> ” Alex thought back, “< Still I dont think shes the type to just 
move on. She'll likely be popping by regularly regardless of her new beta bitch boy toy.>” 


“<T think husband is easier to say.>” Morgan snickered back. 


“< Easier, yes. But far less descriptive.> ” Alex replied, eyes flashing with wicked mirth and 
Morgan bit his lip to keep from laughing aloud. It was a very good sign, Morgan’s 
amusement, and Alex could feel more of his tension and stress slipping away. That heavy 
weight slowly disappearing, properly unwinding from around him instead of just being 
shoved to the back of his mind. And Alex knew he could help unwind it further. “<Zastly, in 
regards to your ‘family’... After tonight I dont think they'll be an issue again, no matter when 
or where you run into them.>” 


Well that was a threat if Morgan ever heard one. "< Uh...Alex? What do you mean?>" 


"< Oh relax, I'm not gonna kill anyone... Unprompted.> ” He added before elaborating on the 
thought he’d had weeks ago. It was around the time he picked up his and Morgan’s outfit 
from Edith for the wedding that this thought had struck him. “<J‘d just been thinking about 
that rumor. The one about how we're partners has been floating around for months now. So 
the FA has to have encountered it already.>” 


“<Yeah... and?>” Morgan questioned, not really following along. 


“<Well this- tonight, it's like the first really good opportunity confirm or deny it. So why don t 
we make it clear we are associated, then? Why not commit to it? We can make it perfectly 
clear to all these pathetic little heroes that they'll be consequences if someone tries to fuck 
with my partner. And since all your relatives are here I get to tell them to their faces to back 
the fuck off without explicitly doing so or linking you to them publicly.> " Alex explained, 
shrugging a little, only to glance down and catch Morgan staring at him, not even pretending 
to look at the alter anymore. 


"<What?>” Alex snorted, “< You're not the only one who can scheme. Besides you left me 
alone for a month and I got bored with just smacking the heroes around. It was more fun to 
start taunting them about something I was planning.>" And he shrugged, "<At the time I was 
just bullshitting them, but then I had this idea and it all sort of worked out.>" 


“<I... No, it's not that.> " Morgan replied, still just looking up at Alex a little stunned. " 
<But... won't that paint a bigger target on my back with the FA?>" 


"< Only if they lack a desire to continue breathing.> " Alex replied, eyes narrowing slightly. 


Or if they’re arrogant. Morgan thought, but... But they'd been planning on this. Planning on 
building this narrative to protect him from A-tier villains, but there was no reason it wouldn't 
work to protect him from the heroes too. And he was right, this was an excellent time to do 
something like this. It was a forced neutral setting with a lot of the big names here, all of 
whom had been trying to prevent this exact thing from happening and yet here Alex was 
anyway. It was a nice slap to the face to remind them that they couldn't stop him and by 
extension that they couldn't get to Morgan either. Plus it was all well within the Accords. 
Alex wasn’t here as the Devourer, they literally couldn't stop him without causing an 
international incident, one that would have all the other villains up in arms over this 
violation. 


They often claimed Alex was 'doing something suspicious' when random heroes attacked him 
and Alex just let it slide because he didn’t care. But this? Here? At a wedding he had been 
invited to? They couldn't do a damned thing, which was what Morgan had been banking on in 
the first place to keep this whole thing from getting out of hand. And to keep my ass out of the 
fire. But now, Morgan realized, Alex could absolutely use this as an opportunity to make a... 
more verbal statement to the heroes about consequences, not just a bloody mangled corpse. 
Tisk's body had been a slap at the heroes for failing to keep her in custody and a louder 
nastier one for the other villains. But tonight he could make one just for the heroes and he'd 
get to pretend to be cordial and everything. It would be infuriating to all of them as he just 
celebrated tonight with them like nothing was wrong. 


And he can openly stand with me while I deal with my family... And I can make it clear who 
I'm standing with too. We're partners, by choice. And if that doesn t say I will never be a 
hero I don t know what will... Besides if anyone's stupid enough to go at me after this I can 
Just use the flashlight. That's what it's for. And why he’d gone through the effort the last few 
months adding speakers to his gear that could generate that subsonic frequency. Hell, he had 
popped his phone apart and put one in there too, just in case. 


" <...Holy shit. This- This might actually work.> " Morgan thought to Alex after several 
moments of contemplative silence. 


"< Of course it's going to work.> " Alex scoffed. "< When have my plans ever not worked?> 


" 


"< Regularly.> " Morgan replied without hesitation. 


Alex scowled down at his friend before making a face and looking away. Because Morgan 
was... right. "<... okay, fair. But I know how to make dramatic declarations and ultimatums 
better than anyone else. This is just like that, but with layers and subtext.>" Alex insisted as 
Morgan smiled again, clearly finding something he said amusing. 


Not willing to find out just what part of that Morgan found funny, he went on, "< Besides it'll 
keep all those assholes->” And he glanced over at the three front rows, “<- from pushing 
anymore. They won't want to drag you back with them if they know I’d become linked to their 
good name too. And I won't tolerate anyone disrespecting my partner. I have a reputation to 
maintain. >" 


Which was true, Alex did have one hell of a reputation. One that nothing Morgan ever did 
could really effect, no amount of D-tier shenanigans was ever going to effect Alex, so it 
wasn’t an issue for him to drag Morgan into his circle. It was more of an issue for Morgan’s 
reputation, but he had a Jot of experience doing damage control for this sort of thing. He was 
going to have to lean into the slapstick-y stuff anyway after the Kensington job, sure the tiara 
getting returned would help with that, but he /iked petty crimes. He liked harassing some 
teenagers and their talking cat. He liked playing the fumbling villain. It took a lot of time and 
energy to pull off stuff like that all while making it appear to be accidental. It was just as 
much fun for him as elaborate heists were. 


So what if he needed to focus on that kind of villainy for a year instead of a few months? 
He’d love doing it all the same. Plus it would mean he and Barnaby could hang out more next 
year without worrying about hiding details regarding a heist. Maybe even the four of us can 
start doing game nights again. This- acting the part wasn’t going to be a problem for Morgan, 
in fact confusing the fuck out of the heroes as they tried to figure out why Morgan, a nobody 
low tier bumbling villain, was partners with Alex would be fucking hilarious. And I'd be safe 
while doing it- safe from my family and from A-tier threats trying to get at Alex through me, 
because they wont want to end up like Tisk. It would last forever, the megalomaniacs would 
need a reminder eventually as would the heroes, but next year could just be... fun. Just plain 
and simple fun. 


"< ...thank you.> " Morgan finally replied, but when Alex just started to shrug, Morgan 
interrupted him, wiggling their joined hands a little. "< No, really. Thank you , Alex. I know 
it’s not a big deal for you but it- it is for me. It’s a really big deal.>" And he blew out a quiet 
breath and rubbed at his mouth before looking back up at Alex. “< So thank you.>”’ 


Shocked by the rawness- by the genuineness of Morgan’s thanks, Alex forgot to answer 
telepathically. "I-" He began but then something, tingled all down his spine. His danger sense 
just made all the hairs on the back of his neck stand on end. So he spread his awareness out 
and searched for the threat. When he found it nearly snorted. 


"< What?>’” Morgan asked telepathically, trying to glance around covertly. He knew that 
look on Alex’s face. That was almost always a good indicator that a job was about to go 
south. “< What's wrong?>" 


Remembering this time Alex hummed through the psychic connection, "< Hmm well, 5- 7- 
12- 18- 24- 28- 30. 30 assassins from Medusa just breached the outer perimeter.>" Alex 
explained as he tracked them all moving across the lawn in that slippery way they always 
seemed to manage. It only took him a second to sense their leader and the one responsible for 
this raid, Assignment Adept. Some B-tier pain in the ass, who could mimic peoples fighting 
styles, and known nemesis to one Leader USA. Of fucking course. 


"< Qh shit. Should we-> " Morgan replied, starting to move, but Alex kept hold of his hand 
and kept him still. 


"< No, wait. I'll handle it.>" Alex sighed rolling his eyes, skyward. Honestly, no hero 
wedding could ever escape this bullshit. 


"< You'll... what?>" 


"< Yeah, I've got it.> " Alex repeated only to finally notice Morgan’s look of incredulity. ” 
<Morgan, I just spent a month scheming and plotting for this damned reception. The hell I'm 
gonna let some two bit ninja nazi wannabes fuck it up. Now, don't let anybody touch or talk to 
me. I'll be right back.>" 


But before Morgan could think anything else, Alex... melted. It was the best way to describe 
it. He melted away into a living shadow thing that slithered away along the floor, hiding in 
the darkness cast by everyone else's shadows, leaving only his illusion in his place. Morgan’s 
hand suddenly passed though the hand of Alex’s projected appearance and for the first time 
Morgan actually got a look at Alex’s disguise. 


And the first thing that popped into his head was, Oh thank god I’m funny or else no one 
would fucking buy this. 


He and Alex had chatted about Alex deciding to be non-binary for this disguise, he wanted to 
start pissing off Morgan’s more intolerant family member at the earliest possible chance. 
What he hadn’t mentioned to Morgan was that he was still going to be a fucking 10. Morgan 
was used to the way Alex looked, to just how attractive he was all the goddamn time, but it 
was like- like his normal so whatever. But that didn’t mean Morgan dealt with 10s in his day 
to day life the way Alex did. So the stunningly attractive person sitting next to him with long 
silky black hair was a bit of a shock to the system. 


Alex’s disguise was still facing forward so Morgan really only saw them in profile, but holy 
shit . They’re features were rounder than Alex’s, but they kept his same strong jaw. He’d 
picked grey-green for their eyes, the same grey-green Morgan knew was the eye color he’d 
been born with- the same color as his mom’s eyes. Wide diamond shaped earrings hung from 
their ears, made from that same gold mesh that... matches my tie. Which is why he picked it. 
Fuck. They were even wearing grey slacks the exact shade of Morgan’s suit, but had a nice 
loose blouse in a dark pumpkiny red color that went perfectly with Peony’s decor. All of 
which made it very very clear that they were together, and probably as a couple. Morgan, a 5 
on a good day, was here with this stunningly attractive person, who for all appearances was 
his date. 


Oh my god, we have got to work on your definition of ‘a good disguise’... Morgan thought to 
himself as he glanced forward again and tried to keep his face as neutral as he could. No 
wonder people had been staring . 


But a few moments later, Morgan watched as several heroes with aliases Morgan knew start 
looking around, one even reached up to touch a covert earpiece. A bit of whispering broke 
out but after Dave glanced nervously over at his colleagues the whispering quieted down 
again. Then Alex was back again, his living shadow form slithering back underneath the 
benches, before he resolidified and his illusion vanished from view once more. 


“< There, all done.> ” Alex said, starting up the telepathic link again. 


“< Good. There was a bit of whispering but no one got up or anything.> ” Morgan relayed 
just as the officiant finally got to the ‘if no one objects part’. No one did and then Peony, 
unable to contain herself any longer grabbed Dave by the collar and tugged him down for a 
showstopping kiss. 


“well.” The officiant laughed, “And here I was going to say now you may kiss the bride, 
but I suppose it should have been the other way around.” Their words were met with more 
laughter from the audience and Peony just beamed, pink and thrilled and unashamed. 


“But I hope your marriage may be filled with as much love and laughter as we saw here 
today.” They went on, “And now it is my great pleasure to introduce to you all, Mr. and Mrs. 
Dodgers.” The room broke out in applause, one Morgan joined in with as Peony and Dave 
headed back down the aisle hand in hand. Even Alex applauded but he was rolling his eyes 
the second after the couple had hurried past them. 


Everything wasn’t okay. Morgan wasn’t suddenly all better, but he ached so much less now. 
Talking with Alex, actually talking through how he felt and why and just letting himself sit 
with it- with his grief and sorrow had helped. It was still there, it probably always would be, 
but he could handle it- no, he could cope with it and accept it and move past it. He had the 
ability to do that now, and it actually worked. Something after all these years really did work. 
He wasn’t perfect at it, and stuff like this was going to keep happening, but he wasn’t dealing 
with it alone anymore. And that mattered so fucking much. 


So Morgan was going let himself be happy and amused and entertained tonight. He was also 
going to let himself take breaks and breathers and step back from his family when he needed 
to. And they are all just going to have to deal with that. For once they were all going to have 
to respect his boundaries, and Alex was going to help make sure of that. 


So he clapped and laughed with the rest of the guests as the groomsmen and bridesmaids also 
filed out. And when his parents and brother shuffled by, Morgan didn’t flinch away, not even 
when he noticed them noticing him. Instead, he just smiled and leaned into Alex to say 
something, like he had no idea who they were. Because to Morgan Bolten, they really were 
just strangers. 


“By the way,” He said quietly, “We are gonna have talk about what I mean when I say 
disguise.” 


“Why?” Alex snorted as the last of the wedding party trailed by, other people were already 
starting to stand to leave as well. 


“Because long silky black hair and runway good looks do not ‘fly under the radar’.”” Morgan 
muttered rolling his eyes. 


“Who said I was flying under the radar? Besides, this is the same disguise I used for the 
innocent roommate act, just with glasses.” Alex answered smirking as Morgan just stared at 
him. 


“The hell it is.”” He replied in bewilderment. 


“Yeah. Not now, but way back when we were first roommates this was the disguise I used. 
Just ask Barnaby.” 


“T... Oh my god.” And Morgan just rubbed a hand over his face. “That explains all those 
comments now. Jesus christ. ” 


“What?” Alex asked as Morgan sighed. 


“No... it doesn’t matter now.” Besides there was no way in hell he was going to tell Alex 
how much shit Barnaby had given him about his ‘roommate’ in those early days. God no 
wonder he kept saying it like that, with all the air quotes. Morgan had just thought Barnaby 
had figured out Alex was a villain, not assumed they were dating. Only slightly embarrassed 
by the memories, Morgan shook it off. 


Alex however started to stand, offering Morgan a hand up as his did. “Come on, it’s time to 
go change.” A good portion of the non-hero crowd was starting to be escorted out and the rest 
were being led off by the event staff towards another part of the manor. 


“Change?” Morgan asked but took Alex’s hand automatically. 


“Hero chic, remember?” Alex said, keeping his voice down as they both trailed behind the 
rest of the heroes. 


0h.” 


No, he hadn t remembered. He hadn’t remembered at all. He’d been so busy with the 
revenge plot and the heist and his family just popping up, he had completely forgotten about 
the literal costume change Peony had mentioned they could do for the reception. Optional- I 
think she said it was optional- 


But Alex caught his lost in thought expression and elbowed him a little. “Don’t worry. I 
figured you’d forgotten about it so I handled it.” 


“You... handled it?” Morgan asked suspiciously. That wasn’t necessarily a good thing when 
it came to Alex. Hell, it’s almost never a good thing. 


“Yes. I did.” Alex answered, purposefully not elaborating as Morgan just squirmed. It wasn’t 
very often he managed to surprise Morgan like this, so he was going to relish in it. “Now 
come on.” And he poked his friend forward more so they weren’t going so slow. 


With nothing to say to that and no way to escape now, Morgan let himself be herded along by 
Alex to see whatever the hell Alex thought ‘hero chic’ meant for them. /t can only be so 
flashy... right? Morgan thought, but it did little to reassure him. 


Well it isn t flashy... Morgan thought as he adjusted his tie. At /east not by Alex's standards . 
It was by Morgan’s but he wasn’t wearing this as Morgan. And for Carmine? This was pretty 
spot on. 


Three piece suits had never really been his thing, but as Carmine he wore them frequently. 
For heists, or at fancy parties he snuck into, or at galas or museum events for donors or 
whatever. A good suit and a lot of charm was all he needed sometimes to get into places 
where he wasn’t supposed to be. And this was a damn good suit, but it wasn’t the fit that left 
him a little stunned, it was the details. 


Sure, it was crazy that he finally had a button down that didn’t strangle him when he had it 
buttoned all the way up, but that was just the work of an exceptional tailor. It was the design 
choices that had him agreeing to wear it when Alex had first shown it to him. 


Take the vest he was now shrugging into, it was just a few shades darker than his slacks, 
jacket, and tie, but those were all the exact shade of dark carmine he used for his costume. 
This vest however being just a little darker gave the whole outfit a nice villainous swagger. 
But it was the embroidery that had pushed it over the edge. Morgan had thought it had just 
been the look of the material, but the slightly shiny threads had actually been masterfully 
stitched in... to look like circuits. The whole vest could easily have been the paper diagram 
to his next gadget. 


And it was details like that had left Morgan in awe. It was a subtle nod to the fact that 
Carmine was a gadgeteer, that Morgan made nearly all his gadgets, but it was understated 
exactly the same way he didn’t advertise the fact that he was a skilled engineer. And the 
buttons? Both on the vest and the suit jacket sat small gold buttons, embossed into each one 
was a question mark in the exact font he used for his Hints. A font he had made himself. And 
his cufflinks, also gold but with a metallic red backing, had a flourishing C on each one, the 
exact same way he drew it on his calling cards. The fucking details were insane! 


And then there was the jacket. Morgan picked it up and just studied it again. It was heavier 
than your average suit jacket but that would be because it was lined with a lightweight body 
armor. One layer of that material Alex’s people had made instead of the several his costume 
jacket was constructed from, was sandwiched between the dark red fabric. it might not stop a 
bullet but it’d sure as fuck slow one down. And it was also absurdly comforting, just that 
little extra bit of protection made him shrug into the weighted jacket without question. But if 


that had been it, Morgan would have been fine with it, happy even, but Alex had said ‘villain 
chic’ and he fucking meant it. 


The jacket had a goddamned hood. A literal hood, just like his costume. Something wide and 
comfortable that extended smoothly from the lapels and sat around his shoulders nicely. And 
a hood like this was also a kind of comfort to him, it was something he was used to wearing 
nearly every damn day, from his whole closet full of hoodies to his costume. And that again 
was a detail that had floored him. 


Morgan knew from the way Alex had practically preened in the face of his awe, his friend 
was never ever ever going to let him forget this. But honestly he couldn’t even bring himself 
to care. He didn’t have a single complaint. Not even over the accessories Alex had handed 
him. The gold and diamond studs were a little flashy but not over the top and with the 
addition of the ear cuff to make it asymmetrical, Morgan couldn’t disagree with how it 
looked. Continuing with that asymmetry he also had one three inch lapel pin, also gold, with 
3 more question marks. Each sitting a little crooked from the other with diamonds for the 
periods. Even the damned watch was perfect. A gold band and casing, but with a ruby red 
face, it just went so perfectly with all the rest of it. 


Literally for any other occasion Morgan didn’t think he would ever wear something like this, 
but fuck did it work now. It was somehow both comfortable and comforting without looking 
any less sleek, sharp, or decidedly arrogant. But smug villain arrogant, not self entitled rich 
kid arrogant, which was an impressive accomplishment all by itself. 


Truthfully, Morgan really shouldn’t have been so surprised Alex had managed to nail this so 
perfectly. Alex understood presentation, and clothes were a big part of that. In fact, his and 
Morgan’s fondness for showmanship was partly why they'd hit it off in the first place, what? 
5 years ago now? 


Five years next month... Morgan realized as he peered through the open doorway into the 
bathroom. Alex was standing at the sink as he finished putting on just a touch of makeup. 
Alex only ever wore it if he really wanted to Extra ™ and tonight qualified. He was just 
adding white eyeliner now, a little to his bottom lashline to accent to the black liner he’d 
already expertly applied. He really liked making his eyes look more inhuman, and with 
makeup he could be subtle enough for it to only be something people subconsciously noticed, 
instead of just physically changing his features which was more overt. 


But makeup aside, Alex looked the way he always did before a fight, sharp and sinister and 
unwaveringly confident. He glittered now, more than he usually did before squaring off 
against the heroes, but it was all still very on brand him. The gold at and around his ears 
wasn’t anything new, the little chains matched the rest of his jewelry perfectly. As did the 
little anatomically accurate heart pins that sat on his collar, another gold chain connected 
them as it crossed over his black tie. Just a little something sparkly against his favorite blood 
red colored shirt. No, what really clicked his attire up from normal Alex to Extra Alex, was 
the chains that hung around his shoulders and down his back. 


It was a gradient from shiny gold, through antique gold, into bronze and then finally ending 
in black. This piece was made with thin metal links that secured underneath his jacket’s collar 
and along his shoulders, before swooping down in long curving lines only connect at 
irregular intervals to other chains, making what Morgan could only describe as Alex’s take on 
a fucking cape. It was a cape made of chains. Zalk about taking hero chic and warping it... 


Actually now that Morgan thought about it, he was pretty sure Alex had worn a cape in his 
hero days both when he was a teenager and during his marriage scheme... Okay so maybe the 
cape and the hearts pins have a bit of a darker undertone. Noted. 


But it was at this point that Alex noticed him staring and caught his gaze in the mirror. He 
grinned wickedly and straightened, dismissing the eyeliner with a causal flick of his fingers. 
Morgan noticed he’d made his nails into claws and he couldn’t tell if it was just the smirk on 
his face and the lighting or if his fangs were actually longer than normal. But Morgan 
wouldn’t put it past Alex, actually making them fractionally longer to further play with that 
intentionally ‘Other’ feeling he was going for, but he couldn’t be certain. Still with the sharp 
red embroidery on his black vest, making it look like fractured metal stitched back together, 
and the black chain from his pocket watch hanging at his waist, at the exact height where the 
black started on his cape, Alex looked fucking terrifying and incredibly pleased with himself. 


And so goddamned hot. 


As he stalked back into the spare guest room that they’d been directed towards to change in, 
Morgan wasn’t sure what he wanted more, Alex to back him up against the nearest wall or to 
step forward and meet him in the middle so he could tug Alex down for searing kiss by his 
perfectly knotted tie. Instead of doing either he just swallowed and stuck his hands into his 
pockets, trying not to think too hard about much of anything so Alex couldn’t tell he was 
panicking. 


“How’s the suit?” Alex asked, still smirking as he approached Morgan. He was standing in 
front of the full-length mirror, but he seemed to be fully dressed... but he looked a little wary 
still. 


“Uh, good- Perfect, actually.” Morgan corrected himself mid-sentence. Because it was 
perfect, every part of it... and Alex had had it made for him. Knew him well enough to make 
it perfect for him. And goddamnit, you can t be this hot and still make me fall harder for you! 
This should be illegal... 


“ Good.” He purred in that same tone he used before going to threaten a room full of heroes. 
For Alex this really was just a run of the mill Saturday, but he frowned down at Morgan, eyes 
narrowing a little. 


“What?” Morgan asked, trying desperately to sound fine. 


“Hmm... Please, let me fix your hair.” Alex asked with nearly a pained whine as his voice 
slid back into his normal register. 


“What? It’s not that bad.” Morgan defended automatically as he glanced back into the mirror, 
fingers combing though it. Sure, it was a little messy but it wasn’t like terrible or anything. 


“No...” Alex allowed, “But it could be so much better. It’Il only take me like a minute. 
Please.” He repeated, again sounding pained. Because it was painful. Morgan looked so 
fucking good in the suit, he usually did, but this one was just- oh it looked so much better on 
him than he’d thought and it would all be just be perfect if his hair wasn’t a fucking disaster 
right now. 


Morgan rolled his eyes, but sighed, “Fine. Fine. You did save my ass with the costume 
change thing, so go for it.” 


“Oh thank god.” Alex muttered and Morgan just snorted as he summoned a couple of hair 
products. What was almost more frustrating about this whole messy hair thing was that Alex 
knew Morgan knew how to style his hair. He’d do it without question for a disguise but it was 


like he was inept the second it was for anything that had to do with himself. “You know...” 
Alex said as he rubbed the moose between his hands, “You could do this everyday.” 


“Do what?” Morgan asked as Alex ran his fingers though Morgan’s hair and his brain almost 
shut off. Oh this was a mistake, a very big mistake. But dear god he never wanted it to stop. 
The gentle tugging, the occasional brush of nails over his scalp, the near petting like 
movements- Fuck- fuck... Hes your friend, stupid. He's your friend and he just fixing your 
hair. Kept it together. 


“Your hair.” Alex snorted in response as Morgan reflexively closed his eyes. 


“T... Lcould, yes...” He finally managed after a second, trying to actually process what Alex 
was saying while his fingers continued to gently ghost over his scalp. “But I’m not going 
to.” 


“Why not?” Alex huffed as he switched to a styling cream, only using a little. “It’s not like it 
takes that long.” 


“Tt doesn’t no, but... I just don’t care enough bother.” Morgan answered honestly and 
between Alex standing so close after not seeing him for weeks and the hushed tone due to 
that proximity, Morgan couldn’t suppress the shiver any longer. It ran all the way down his 
spine and left goosebumps across his arms. 


And Alex froze. 


Instantly embarrassed Morgan opened his eyes again and apologized. “Sorry. I’m just... not 
used to people touching my hair.” He tried to explain, but he had to clear his throat as Alex, 
still standing right in front of him- still right in his personal space, just stared down at him. 


“Oh- No. I- I get it.” Alex replied, blinking back to himself before continuing to style the 
shorter man’s hair. He just... hadn’t expected Morgan to shiver like that- to shiver the way I 
do. It occurred to him now that he’d only every run his fingers through Morgan’s hair a 
couple of times, and it was almost always when he was trying to soothe his friend to sleep. 
But Morgan had run his hands through Alex’s quite a few times actually, and nearly all had 


been in the last year or so, but still... It was just a- an interesting thing to notice, and totally 
didn’t mean anything. Nope... it doesn t mean a damned thing. And I definitely don t want to 
just keep doing it because I know how nice it feels and I want to see if I can make him melt. 
Nope, definitely not that at all... Fuck. 


Getting Morgan this suit had been bad enough, but then going through his horde to find 
jewelry that matched? He really was starting to think 'masochist' might accurately describe 
him. J should have taken my own sanity into consideration before I gave Edith the go ahead... 
Because he was going to have a hell of a time not staring at Morgan every chance he got 
tonight. 


But once he’d finished with Morgan’s hair he stepped back. “There, all done.” He really 
hadn’t done much more than tame it a little and make it look purposefully messy rather than 
unintentionally messy. He had been right though, it did make a difference. A significant one. 
One that took Morgan’s easy going smile from charming to sinful. Oh god, I am so fucked. 


Morgan forcing himself to look away, to stop studying the lines of his friends face, glanced at 
the mirror and was struck, not by his hair, but how good they looked standing together. They 
were both unmistakably villains, even the heroes with the dark broody aesthetics wouldn’t be 
lumped in with them. But even though they didn’t match, they still looked like a set, like a 
pair. Like partners. “Damn... We look good.” Morgan snorted and Alex just laughed. 


“Of course we do.” But he could still tell Morgan was just a little on edge. His nerves weren’t 
jangling around like keys anymore but he still didn’t seem comfortable. “But you’re still 
nervous.” He commented, meeting Morgan’s eyes in the mirror. 


“A little, yeah. But I’ll get over it.” Morgan sighed and rolled his shoulders back a bit, trying 
to loosen the tension from them. 


“Why?” Alex demand, actually glancing down at Morgan this time. 


“Because it’s still stressful.” Morgan grimaced, “Their still my family...” 


“Oh?” Alex snorted. “I sorta figured they were just a room full of people more powerful than 
you? And you mouth off to people more powerful than you are all the time, why is this any 
different?” 


Morgan opened his mouth and then closed it as he realized Alex was right. Morgan might not 
like this, and Carmine would have avoided it if possible, but when put between a rock and a 
hard place the D-tier villain wouldn’t hesitate to be as snarky as physically possible. It was 
damn near a fucking reflex for him at this point. Breathe in, then exhale while sassing the 
closest person to him that he didn’t like. This really wasn’t any different than any other time 
he’d encountered these heroes. So what if he shared some DNA with a few of them? He’d 
still sassed an A-tier villain while being tortured. He- Carmine could handle a few tightasses 
in party clothes. That was the whole point of changing- of wearing this particular color, and 
dressing this particular way. Because he was a fucking villain. And theres no better way to 
remind them all of that then by showing them. Something he’s never really done before, not 
like this. 


Alex saw that spark take hold in Morgan’s eyes, the delightfully devious one- the one he saw 
every time Morgan pulled up his mask just before they started a job, and it made him smile. It 
made him grin, something wolfish and sinister, as he leaned down to hum, “ We ’re super 
villains, Morgan. Act like it.” 


Alex’s eyes flashed wickedly and Morgan couldn’t resist grinning back. He might not be as 
inherently cruel or intimidating as Alex, but he could be snide and arrogant just fine. 


“Now... Are you ready to go make an entrance?” Alex all but purred. 


“ Oh, hell yes.” Morgan chuckled. There was still going to be a lot he would need to process 
after tonight, a lot he was going to need to talk through, but it felt really really good to be 
comfortable in his own skin for the first time since arriving. To not have to pretend to be 
someone he wasn’t. It was kind of amazing what a good friend and a nice suit could do to 
change his whole perspective. 


Morgan could only assume it was intentional on Alex’s part that they somehow managed to 
be the last partygoers to make it back down stairs. He could already hear the idle chatter and 


clinking of glassware coming from the enormous sunroom and open bar. It was where all the 
guest were to wait until the bride and groom were ready and dinner could be served. 


“Ten bucks says some drops something when we walk in.” Morgan muttered under his breath 
as they rounded a corner. Alex had already sent one event staffer running the other way, 
despite them undoubtedly being employed by the FA for events exactly like this one. 


“Fifty says someone faints.” Alex replied and Morgan snorted. 


“Deal.” He laughed just as the reached the open archway leading into the lovely room. With 
three walls made of glass, they could see setting sun now, the sky was a pretty pink and the 
trees surrounding the property were cast into silhouette. But soft twinkling lights, candles, 
and the large chandeliers provided enough supplemental light to really show off the splendor 
of fairytale decor. Peony had really leaned into the mushroom lights, organic shapes, and 
cottagecore vibes here, something Morgan knew his sister just adored. It, however, seemed a 
little out of place surrounding the costumed heroes filling the space. 


Some had taken hero ‘chic’ very loosely and were practically just wearing their normal 
costumes. Others had swung the other way and just looked like they were at a fancy cocktail 
party with only a hint to their heroic origins thrown in as an after thought. But most were like 
Morgan and Alex, a nice mixture of costume and black tie formal. 


Reflexively, Morgan began trying to pick out familiar faces. He spotted his Uncle Leo, one of 
the people who was basically just in costume, sporting his ridiculously mane. And towards 
the other side of the room were a few of his younger cousins, all wearing normal party attire, 
despite their status as teen heroes. And then he saw the Retaliators, all clustered together and 
chatting. They had all managed to nail hero chic pretty well, to no ones surprise. They were 
actually the first group to notice Alex and Morgan approaching, so he got to enjoy the 
immense pleasure of watching dumbfounded horror spread across their faces. Oh it was a 
memory he would cherish forever. 


But they weren’t the only ones to notice and within a few moments a stunned hush fell over 
the entire gathering. Morgan and Alex, however, paid them absolutely no mind, they just 
continued talking like nothing was amiss. 


“T was thinking of grabbing a drink first before they round us all up for dinner?” Morgan 
suggest nodded towards the bar where the servers also stood in open mouthed shock. 


“Sure.” Alex hummed, “Lead the way.” 


It took everything Morgan had not to burst into laughter as everyone just continued to gape at 
them as they strolled the short distance to the bar. Alex was fairing much better, given how 
used to all this he was. For Morgan this was the first time he’d really gotten to interact with 
heroes while working with Alex, rather than Alex working with him. It was a completely 
different vibe, one Morgan was enjoying immensely. It was like he could stand center stage 
while also being completely invisible. Alex’s shadow was something Morgan took great 
pleasure in hiding in, it let him stand up close to the action without ever being the target. 


He stepped up to the bar and the poor bartender nearest to them began visibly sweating, their 
eyes as wide as saucers. Morgan taking sympathy on the poor man toned down his smirk but, 
only a little. “Hey, one vodka red bull, please.” 


“J- I- I-” He babbled glancing from Alex to Morgan and back. He looked like a deer in the 
headlights and didn’t no whether to jump or run. 


Alex deciding to take his terror as invitation said, “And I would like to see your wine list.” 
But he had barely managed to finish speaking when the poor sheep couldn’t take it any more. 
The glass he was holding finally slipped out of his sweat slicked hands. It bounced off the 
counter with a nearly deafening crack in the dead silence and shattered. 


It was like the spell over the heroes had been shattered just as violently as the glass and 
suddenly dozens of weapons were all drawn and pointed in their direction. Shape changers 
changed, speedsters started to zip forward, weather controllers called their storms, even the 
Credible Bulk tore through his suit to take his huge purple form. It was all rather ridiculous, 
Alex mused, as if they all thought that he was waiting for them to be ready before starting 
something. If he wanted to start a fight then he would have. 


Alex heard the whine from Titanium Dude’s gauntlets, now fulling in his armored suit, as his 
hand beams charged up. “What the hell are you doing here, Devourer?” He demanded, voice 
electronically amplified. 


“Yes!” Ra bellowed from just behind him, twirling his staff menacingly, ““We will not allow 
you to ruin the festivities tonight!” 


Alex just sighed and rolled his eyes, finally glancing towards the irate heroes all pointing 
weapons at him. “ Please. ” He drawled, “As if you lot could stop me from doing anything. 
You’ve been trying and failing pathetically all month, haven’t you?” But he glance from the 
Egyptian god back to the defacto leader of the Retaliators when Leader USA wasn’t present. 
“And relax, Crisp. I’m just getting a glass of wine. Honestly, your manners are really 


slipping.” 


“No offense, I’m not particularly interested in showing you any sort of courtesy. Especially 
not in my home .” He snapped back. “Now, I’m going to ask you again. What the hell are you 
doing here?” 


“Oh come on, you barely ever live here.” Alex snorted, but he did actually turn to face them 
now. The whole lot pissed off lot of them. And he grinned, slowly. He let it spread across his 
face as he watched with utterly hateful glee as one by one they each began to squirm. He 
looked around the room slowly, making eye contact with as many heroes as he could and 
watched as fear forced each of them to look away. Oh, it was so satisfying. Finally, he 
glanced back to Crisp and went on, “But if you must know, Andrew. I was invited .” 


“By who!” He spat, jerking forwards a little bit as the Devourer continued to unnerve them. 


But it wasn’t Alex who replied this time, no a voice from the entrance way pulled everyone’s 
attention. “By me!” Peony snapped. Her dress was still gathered up in both hands and it 
looked like she had just dashed down here. Dave just behind her and the rest of the wedding 
party trailing after. 


Morgan noticed she wasn’t wearing her loner any more, which probably explained the text 
he’d gotten just a few minutes ago but hadn’t checked yet. 


“What?!” 


1? 


“But you can’t- 


“Peony what were you-!” 


(2? 


“No-! No way- 


Came the sea of voices and shouted protests as she dropped her skirts and straightened the 
top layer of lace. It gave Dave enough time to catch up and whistle. It was sharp and high and 
silenced the crowd. “Oi! Listen up!” He exclaimed as he lowered his hand, “We did it for a 
very good reason.” 


“Oh really Dodgers? And what was that? How about you share with the class?” Snapped 
Andy, hand beams still charged and pointed at the most dangerous villain in Earth’s history. 


“Courtesy.” Peony replied as she and Dave continued further into the room, literally getting 
in between the two upset parties. ““We invited him out of courtesy and we invited him here as 
Alex. Not the Devourer. So he has to follow the Accords. Just like we do.” She explained, it 
was basically the same explanation Morgan had given all of them last year when he’d had 
them over for Truce Night. 


And just like last truce night people doubted it. “The hell he will!”” Andy bit back, face plate 
lifting now so he could glare properly at his two friends. But Alex spoke for he could say 
anything else. 


“Yes the hell I will.” He said, letting his voice carry without needing to shout. As far as the 
room was concerned he was speaking at a normal volume but they could all hear him 
perfectly. It was just one more way he’d learned to unnerve his opponents, but he was more 
focused on maintain his reputation. “I follow the Accords.” When they suit me. But publicly, 
and on all official accounts he did and he was going to keep it that way. It was like a game he 
was playing with himself, one that he had a 7 year streak in, and he wasn’t going to break it 
now. 


“No, you don’t-!” Shouted a hero from the crowd. 


Alex’s eyes snapped to him, not letting him hide in anonymity while speaking to him. “ 
Prove it .” He growled while hold his gaze. The hero stumbled back a little at suddenly being 
singled out. 


“Look...” Peony sighed, intervening on her guests' behalf and drawing everyone’s attention 
again. “After everything we all tried to keep him away, not inviting him was going to have 
caused more problems for us. We practically told him there was something we didn’t want 
him to attend all month. He was going to come no matter what, but now it is on... civil 
terms.” But even she didn’t sound like she fully bought it. 


Morgan had to admit his sister was a hell of a liar when she wanted to be, this was a very 
good performance by her and Dave. He could see his Mom’s face just behind her glancing 
from Peony to over in their direction and back, genuinely uncertain. 


“Besides,” She huffed and straightened her skirts a little more, “I am not going to make the 
same mistakes they do in the fairytales by not inviting the evil fairy or witch to the party and 
insulting them in the process.” 


“Hmm.” Alex hummed, lifting a hand to tap on his lips to give him a second to compose 
himself and not laugh out right. But still sounding very amused he finally asked, “And am I 
the evil fairy or the evil witch?” 


“Oh definitely an archfey.” Morgan said without hesitation. He, for the first time drew 
everyone’s attention, but paid them no mind as Alex turned to look at him one brow raised. 
“What?” Morgan snorted, “Have you met yourself?” 


“Yes, actually. Several time.” Alex answered smoothly, but Morgan only grinned and lifted 
his brows waiting for Alex to clue in. And as he considered what he just said, he conceded. 
“okay, I see your point.” So he turned back to the stunned little crowd, “Evil Archfey, it is. 
And as such-” He went on before sweeping Peony and Dave a mocking bow, “I most 
graciously accept your invitation and hospitality until, shall we say, the last strike of 
midnight? Then this little truce will be over.” He stated, words dripping in sinister cordiality. 


Peony seemed to consider it for a second before finally nodding, “Agreed.” 


None of the heroes seemed any less tense however, but Titanium Dude reluctantly lowered 
his hands and several more heroes hesitantly followed suit. 


“Think of it this way, Andy.” Dave said, putting a hand on his friends shoulder. “For one 
night we don't have to worry about getting pulled away because he’s off on a rampage. We’ll 
be able to keep an eye on him the whole night.” 


“Oh that’s a crock of BS.” The A-tier hero snorted, “But fine, fine Dodgers. We’ll try this 
your way, but if he so much as steps a toe out of line, I won’t heist.” 


“Same.” Dave replied, and he meant it. He was still seriously wary about this whole thing, 
but Peony had been right so far, Alex was playing along. He didn’t think the S-tier villain 
would but... She knows her brother and her brother knows him... And he tried not to think 
too hard about how he was probably going to have to get used to seeing a lot more of Alex at 
family functions now. One day at a time. 


“Now that doesn’t sound very heroic of you.” Morgan teased, “Where’s your sense of 
redemption~” 


“Okay, and who the fuck are you?” Andy demanded as again this stranger with the fucking 
Devourer, of all people, butted in. 


“No one of any consequence.” Morgan answered, smirking as he tucked his hands casually 
into his pockets. “I’m just here for the show.” 


“If you weren’t invited then-” Began the over stressed hero, but Morgan didn’t let him finish. 


“Last I checked...’ He hummed, “Wedding invitations tend to have a plus one.” He 
explained tone mocking. 


“And he’s mine .” Alex stepped in, before Crisp could say anything else. And it wasn’t even 
a lie. He might have actually been Morgan’s plus one, but that didn’t make Morgan any less 
his. He wasn’t responsible for making sure they understood the context to his words. Besides, 
Peony and Morgan had nicely explained away his reason for being here that the rest of their 


family couldn’t publicly disagree with, not without causing a scene. So the last thing he 
wanted to do was give them a reason. 


“Don’t worry, I'll play nice too.” Morgan added, tone still insincere and mocking. “I love a 
good party.” But when no one else had anything further to say and most of the weapons were 
no longer pointing in their direction, Morgan turned from the crowd and leaned back against 
the bar, grinning charmingly at the terrified staffers. 


“Now about that vodka red bull...” 


Morgan and Alex did both manage to get their drinks, but with the bride and groom suddenly 
downstairs ahead of schedule the whole party was moved to the great hall for dinner and 
cake. The cake, already on display, had Morgan laughing out right when he saw it. It looked 
like it had started out as a very traditional three tiered wedding cake, but a giant bird monster 
also made of cake was now rampaging through it. And at the very bottom of the display was 
the bride and groom, she with two pink bubbles around her hands and him with a little round 
star-spangled shield, both braced and ready to fight the giant cake monster. It was fucking 
adorable and definitely seemed like something Dave had a lot of fun with. 


“Well that’s... unique.” Alex muttered as they walked by it. All the other guests were giving 
them a wide birth, which was fine by Alex. But it meant Morgan could pause by the cake and 
get a better look at it. 


“It was how Dave proposed.” Morgan laughed, as he bent down to get a better look at the 
custom bride and groom figurines. Both were even done to look like Dave and Peony, hair 
color and style a close match to the newly weds. 


“Oh?” 


“Yeah, Peony saved their ass after a huge landslide caused by that guy-” Morgan explained, 
nodding to the large cake monster, “and Dave in his stunned awe, asked her on the spot.” He 
finished, straightening again and stepping back so they could continue their unhurried mosey 


their corner table. One that Peony had sat only them at. God, he really did love her 
sometimes. 


“So he’s even more of a beta bitch boy than I thought. What a simp.” Alex snorted over the 
rim of his wine glass. 


“Oh come on~ You can’t tell me you’re too good for that. Romantic confessions in the 
middle of battles are super hero and villain staples.”” Morgan countered, “And you love that 
kind of thing.” 


“T appreciate it in the right context.” Alex grumbled. But Morgan wasn’t entirely wrong on 
that count. It was a very popular cliche for a reason, and he did enjoy it on occasion... but 
that didn’t mean he had to like it now. “This all sound to me, more like he found someone 
who could keep saving his ass from the fire so he put a ring on it.” 


“Yeah, and?” Morgan laughed, “Wouldn’t you?” 


And Alex had to swallow as Morgan, eyes twinkling, grinned up at him. Morgan might never 
need to save his ass from the fire but he’d saved Alex half a dozen times in other ways. And 
vice versa. But more than that, he could see it. Could see that intense life or death moment, 
one they only barely manged to escape from alive. Both of them covered in dirt and dust and 
debris, probably bleeding or hurt in some way, shocked and thrilled to still be there, 
practically hanging on the other’s words- 


Alex glanced away at took another longer sip of his wine. He couldn’t believe he and fucking 
Dave Dodgers had something in common. “Whatever.” He finally managed as they 
thankfully reached their table. 


Soon the rest of heroes finally took their seats, now that Alex was firmly sat out of the way 
and none of them were at risk of crossing his path. But that didn’t mean half of them weren’t 
shifting around so the could keep Alex in their sight and the rest were just glancing nervously 
over their shoulders every chance they got. Dinner being brought out actually helped ease the 
tension some, if only because it gave them all something to do other than make battle plans in 
not so hushed tones. 


Even the server that brought the two villains their meals only stuttered twice, a marked 
improvement from before. But this whole song and dance was a good reminder to Morgan 
why they were regulars at only a handful of places throughout the city. It got a little 
frustrating sometimes when people tripped all over themselves while interacting with the 
villainous duo. Morgan for one wasn’t used to people flinching when he moved, but since 
none of the heroes had managed to do a quick search of the FA’s database, he was still an 
unknown and thus a threat. 


“Does that ever annoy you?” Morgan asked curiously as the server hurried away in search of 
new drinks for them. 


“What?” Alex asked, cutting through his steak with his fork. It was a very good steak and the 
chef had managed to actually make it rare enough. 


“People stuttering and stammering when they talk to you?” He clarified, stabbing at a 
perfectly roasted baby potato. 


“Not really. Mostly if they can’t talk to me without panicking then they aren’t worth my 
time.” Alex replied with a shrug. It was a rule that applied to quite a few of the heroes here 
actually. “Besides, I enjoy watching them squirm.” It was only ever annoying when people he 
was working with did it, then it could get a little grating. 


“Then you must be enjoying tonight.” Said a voice from their right. 


Peony and Dave had decided to hold off on eating with their guests in favor of making a few 
rounds to soothe and placate. Peony had, of course, volunteered to check in with their more... 
infamous guests. She also didn’t want to be sitting anywhere near her mom just now, so that 
was a nice motivator to wander around and visit. Ellen was still livid about this whole 
situation and had been going to cause a problem until Strider of all people stepped in. He was 
actually trying to help in that department and seemed to be succeeding, so it gave her more 
time to do things like this. 


She knew for a fact about half the room was either watching her like a hawk just now or was 
eavesdropping in anyway they could manage, so she was going to still need to choose her 
words careful. Both men turned to look at her as she approached, Alex looked well... like the 
Devourer when he wasn’t in a hurry, but her brother was the surprising part in all of this. 


She made a point to avoid Carmine. She just... she didn’t want to slap cuffs on her brother, 
unlike the rest of our family . So really she had never seen him... swagger before, and he was 
good at it, damn good. If she didn’t also happen to know he was a hyperactive gremlin nerd 
with a serious caffeine addiction she could see how someone might actually find his act 
believable. She was also pretty sure she had never in her life seen her brother willingly wear 
something tailored, because there was no way that suit wasn’t. For all the world he truly 
looked like he could be a problem... 


Because he can. She realized, surprised for a split second. Morgan could be a problem. 
Morgan could be a threat if he ever wanted to be. She knew that on some level, especially the 
way she’d seen him and Stri go at it before. Morgan was capable of it, he just didn’t do stuff 
like that. He didn’t want to, but that didn’t mean he couldn’t. It did however make his 
whole... mischievous aloof act, much less of an act. Even when their eyes met his expression 
didn’t change, not noticeably anyway. He still looked just as amused by all of this as Alex 
was, like he really was here just to watch the chaos unfold. Well... damn. 


“You could say that...”” Alex replied in that same silky tone he always used when he was 
being malicious, sort of like a cat that was toying with its food. She would never have 
guessed that he didn’t actually sound like that all the time if it weren’t for the few instances 
she’d spoken with him outside of the costume. 


“You could even say, I’m feeling rather amused.” He added eyes flashing a bit as he 
emphasized the last word. 


Peony blinked, take an a back, as she glanced from Alex to Morgan. Her brother just snorted 
and shook his head. “It’s fine. He does that.” Answering her unasked question without giving 
anything away. Alex had been /istening in on their conversation earlier... so they both are 
Just playing along. 


Somehow that discovery didn’t actually make her feel better. It was one thing if Alex had 
actually been responding to her in the moment but it was another to know he had been 
anticipating her and still decided to play her game. It put her firmly back into the role of 
mouse, something she didn’t really like. But at least I’m the mouse that knows we are playing 
a game. It was more than she could say for the rest of her guests. 


But it did highlight another reason, as she saw it, to explain why Morgan and Alex were 
genuinely friends. They both liked playing games. Being a villain was in a very real sense 
just a game for both of them... so long as everyone follows their rules. Okay and we are back 
to being terrified again. Welp. 


“.. I’m starting to gather that, yeah.” She finally replied, still keeping her distance. “Well, I 
just wanted to inform you both that, in a little while we were going to open up the floor to 
speeches from the wedding party and a handful of our close friends. Afterwards, we are going 
to have cake before heading back to the ballroom for dancing.” 


“Sounds like it’s gonna be a riot .” Morgan replied as Alex hummed in agreement, both still 
decidedly amused and unrepentant as they continued to act like they knew something no one 
else did. 


“Hopefully, only a figurative one.” She answered smiling warily. 


“Well... we’ll just have to wait and see, won't we?” Alex said as he did that unnerving ‘I’m 
not blinking’ thing. But Morgan just snickered again and rolled his eyes, which was at least 
mildly reassuring. Until she remembered that he too was playing along, not trying to put her 
at ease. It was very disarming, Alex being unshakably terrifying and Morgan being so 
resoundingly unafraid. It made interacting with them feel like she was on the verge of making 
a single misstep, one that would result in her being fed to the wolves. 


And finally it clicked, she knew what was happening- what she was seeing. It was how their 
friendship looked as villains. This dynamic, it was intentional. Morgan was an active 
counterbalance to Alex’s- everything , but he wasn’t making it safer. He was just making you 
think it was safer, only for him to not be at all surprised when Alex did something 
tremendously vile and evil. 


He was the fucking trap. 


Peony might know that for her and Dave and probably only a handful of other people here, 
that this trap was lined with pillows, but for everyone else the teeth and spikes were very real. 
And this was probably the first time anyone in this room had encountered them together 
before. They weren’t here as the Devourer and Carmine, but they were clearly leaning into 
those expectations, the same way all the heroes were leaning into their heroic identities. It 


was why Peony had wanted to do ‘hero chic’ in first place. For her friends, being a hero 
meant a lot to them and it was pretty rare to have parties where they could be both themselves 
and their personas. But that must be the case for Alex and Morgan too. This was a chance for 
them to make a statement to the hero community without it being for the ‘public’. 


“T guess... we will.” And she nodded to both villains, her smile becoming one more of 
interest than wary, but she backed away cautiously, without further incident. 


They were about to unnerve the ever loving fuck out of all her guests... and even though she 
knew she should be trying to prevent that, a small part of her was actually kind of excited to 
see just what her brother was actually capable of, what Carmine was actually like. Because he 
ran a crew, managed several properties, and planned international heists / crime sprees. That 
wasn’t just something you could just stumble your way through, no matter how well Carmine 
liked to play the part of some low ranked thief. She knew her brother. She had grown up with 
Morgan, had listened to the way the he used to scheme and play and talk. And for once in her 
family’s lives she wanted them to see it too- to see him too. To see the person I looked up to 
my whole life, who protected me and cared for me and was there for me when I needed him... 


She had no idea how this was all going to play out and she hoped it really would stay civil 
until midnight, but she and Dave had actually managed to do the wedding part already. 
They’d signed the paperwork yesterday just to be safe, so this was all just the celebration 
now. And what was a good super powered wedding without some kind of drama... right? 


Regardless, the ball was already in motion and there wasn’t much she could do about it now. 
It was going to be very apparent to most of her friends and colleagues here that Alex and 
Morgan had a solid dynamic, and yet most of them had no idea who Morgan was or where 
the fuck he came from. He basically materialized onto their radar standing next to the most 
powerful villain on the planet, someone they track religiously, and yet they had somehow 
missed him entirely. She didn’t know what kind of extra attention this would bring down on 
Morgan, but they both seemed to know what they were doing. At least I hope they do 
anyway... 


So she put them from her mind for the time being and smiled warmly as she approached the 
next table, back to working on damage control. 


Dave and Peony finished their circuit shortly and once they too were sitting and eating, the 
speeches began. Unfortunately the maid of honor and the best man had both waited to start 


eating until the bride and groom could join them so the happy couple opened up the mic to 
the floor first instead. 


It had been a mistake. At least from Morgans’s perspective it had been. 


With his head resting on his hand and his elbow propped up on the table, he muttered to Alex, 
“If Pete Pitchards mentions his wife Lue or compares ‘true love’ to cosmic rays one more 
time I’m gonna scream...” 


Alex, who had already tuned all of this out, snorted, forgetting that he was trying to look 
menacing, with his arms crossed and his expression discontent. 


However when Morgan glanced over at him and their eyes meet, Morgan also snorted. Now 
he could see Alex trying very hard to fight the smile spreading across his face, one hand 
coming up to rub at his mouth a little. When he got his expression under control again, he 
cleared his throat a bit and tried to look back out over the room with the same level of 
menace he had before. 


But Morgan only continued to grin into his palm. It was clearly time to play one of his 
favorite games: See if he could make Alex cackle at the most inopportune time. He loved this 
game and he also knew Alex played it as well. His friend would almost always pick when he 
was in the middle of a heist or robbery and was supposed to be focusing. So Morgan got his 
revenge whenever he could manage it, it was only fair. 


So when Mr. Terrific finished and let someone else take the mic, Morgan grinned as Carl 
Cayne, CEO of Canye Enterprises, stepped up. “Oh joy,” Morgan said under his breath, 
“Another billionaire playboy with daddy issues getting up to tell us all about love and long 
lasting relationships even though all of his have ended in a dumpster fire.” 


Alex had just taken a sip from his glass of wine and nearly choked. He had to actually stop 
breathing to keep from coughing or laughing. He swallowed and shot Morgan a look, but his 
friend only beamed back as Alex again had to keep his lips from curving up. 


But two can play this game. So he waited until Mark Ment took the mic before whispering, 
“You know for someone who made their heroic initials PP, I really don't think we should be 
taking their advice on anything.” 


Now it was Morgan’s turn to swallow down a laugh, he only barely managed it as they both 
desperately tried to stay quiet. His shoulders were shaking with silent giggles and when he 
glanced over at Alex, he could see his friend’s were doing the same. Alex had one hand over 
his mouth now and his eyes were practically glittering with mirth, so Morgan knew he was 
just one more good comment away from victory. Unfortunately, like his name Perfect Peer, 
gave a very genuine and heartfelt speech about finding someone who you want to spend the 
rest of your life with and how special that is, and how moments with them should always be 
cherished. So Morgan had to pick a different topic to make a joke about. 


It should have surprised him, the line he thought of, especially when they both were only 
making the situation worse by not letting themselves laugh. So he took a breath and barely 
managed around his giggling, “Hey Alex, you know wha-what’s funnier than 24?” But he 
answered before his friend could get a word in edgewise, “ 25. ” 


And that did it. Alex let out a bark of laughter before clapping a hand back over his mouth. 
Morgan still desperately trying not to make any sound just let his head quietly fall to the table 
as they both just wheezed . It was so dumb. They were both being idiots and the whole room 
was probably staring at them as they nearly shook apart from the laughter, but Morgan 
couldn’t even bring himself to care. He was having way way way too much fun. He felt Alex 
leaning into him as he too slumped over, so he turned to grin up at Alex, water blurring both 
their vision. 


“ Fucking spongebob? ” Alex hissed still shaking and wheezing. “ Really!?” 


“Hey, you can’t give me shit, you got the reference~” Morgan giggled back. His face was 
starting to hurt from how hard he was grinning. He was going to start hyperventilating soon if 
he didn’t manage to get his breathing back under control. 


Unable to argue with that, Alex just gently swiped at his eyes, glad he’d remember to set his 
eye liner or else he’d be a mess. He couldn’t keep his grin off of his face even when he 
caught people staring at him. They looked shocked- appalled- stunned. And that nearly had 
him doubling over again. God, he just loved the mindfuck this must be for the heroes, 
watching him giggle like an idiot with his best friend. 


“You are he/l on my reputation.” Alex finally managed after a second. 


Morgan who had barely managed to calm down enough to sit up just sniffled and grinned 
broadly, “I try~” 


And Alex snorted and shook his head, finally just picking up his wine again, giving up 
entirely on being menacing for a little while. He would just have to wait until the speeches 
were over. Or nearly ... 


Finally the real speeches started and they got to listen to the comedic roasts from Dave’s 
Shrieking Rangers buddies. It even got a little sentimental when one mentioned how proud 
Ducky Dawns would be if he could see Dave now. 


“..Not just some punk for Queens any more, amiright? Ha! But really... you’re a hero to us 
all, Dodgers and we’re so proud that you’ve managed to hang on this long. Sergeant Dawns 
might not be here with us today, and I’m certain he’d have loved to have given this speech 
instead of me. But I know he’d have been so happy you found yourself a partner and wife 
who doesn’t mind being obvious to get through that thick skull of yours. You’re a blessing to 
us all Peony, and don’t let him ever forget it. Cheers to the happy couple and your even 
happier future!” He said, raising his glass. “Shriekers, give’em hell!” And the rest of the 
groomsmen howled and shrieked just like they always would before backing their friend 
when he came up with another risky plan that would undoubtedly save a lot of lives. 


And then it was Peony’s maid of honor making her speech. She talked about how she and 
Peony met in kindergarten and how they’d been best friends ever since, something Morgan 
could actually attest to. And how when Peony finally told her in college that she was a hero, 
she let the audience in as what she had thought Peony had been up to. “... and then you 
looked at me waiting to see what my response would be. Peony, in that moment, I wasn’t 
surprised you were a hero, I was surprised you weren’t a stripper.” There was a huge wave of 
laughter and shock. “What! You were sneaking off in between classes, with a bag full of 
clothes I wasn’t allowed to see, and you got a new phone or tech all the time! I thought you 
were working it, part time! There's no shame in that. You do you girl.” 


Peony, flushed and cackling, leaned into Dave and he kissed the top of her head. But her 
friend continued on about how she then changed majors so she could work as a civilian inside 


the FA, because no amount of masks or capes were gonna keep them apart. And when Peony 
found Dave, she couldn’t have been happier. “‘... You were just so full of love and life, Peony. 
I could see it on your face every time you came back from a mission with him or after you 
grabbed lunch together. So even though I didn’t think America’s Ass, was good enough for 
you, you had found the one... Life becomes so much fuller and brighter when you do and I 
was so happy to watch you find that light. You’ll always be my bff... so Dave you’re just 
gonna have to make room!” 


He laughed and she went on, “But really, you’ ll always be my best friend but I’m so glad you 
found one in him as well. You two are perfect for each other and I’m looking forward to 
watching you two grow and love and change together... while I’m in the back seat.” She 
finished with more laughter and hoots. 


It was really quite a lovely thing... Alex thought, it was a shame he was going to ruin it~ 


The MC had just made to gather up the mic when Alex stood up. “Not just yet.” He called in 
that voice that managed to carry to the whole room. 


It was like all the air had been sucked out and the quiet that followed was so sudden that you 
could hear a pin drop. Alex smirked as he slowly began to make his way forward, letting his 
footfalls echo ever so slightly longer than they should. “I'd like to say a few words to the 
happy couple .” 


Each person he passed by tensed or recoiled while every eye in the room tracked him. He 
came to a stop in front of the mic and the wedding table, just a handful feet from the bride 
and groom. Both looked uncertain and uncomfortable, Dave shifting to put a hand around 
Peony almost instinctively, and Peony flexed her fingers readying her force shield in case. 
Alex’s smirk grew into a self-satisfied grin as everyone held their breath waiting for him to 
speak. 


“You and I might not have crossed paths very often, Infrared... you just never seemed like an 
interesting fight. However I am certain you know that I’ve crossed paths with your husband 
often. He, if nothing else, was always fun to throw around only to watch him scurry back... 
hmm, like a dog with a stick.” Alex said, staring at Peony, before shrugging, “So at least you 
know he’s trainable.” But then he practically dismissed her from his attention and he turned 
his gaze on Dave. 


Alex could see him reaching for his shield with one hand but made no outward 
acknowledgement of it as he let his grin grow feral. “As for you... I just wanted to say, from 
the bottom of my cold lifeless heart... [Congratulations on getting married, Frisbee boy.” He 
let each word just drip with sarcasm and malice. “*May your marriage last longer than mine. 
Though I have to say...*” And he glanced back at Peony, “*I doubt your wife would look 
nearly so good in... red.*” 


And then he shifted just a bit, just a touch too fast, and it had the exact effect he wanted. 


Leader USA scooped up his shield and flung it at Alex in one fluid movement. It was 
instinct, it was that terrified fight or flight response Alex had spent so long instilling into him. 
Oh, it was a delight to know even now- even on his wedding day he could still make the hero 
flinch. And since he knew it was coming, he made no attempt to move. He just stood there 
and let the shakeanium and determinium hybrid shield smack squarely into him, something 
he almost never did. 


The shield made a terrible shrieking sound as it came to a sudden unyielding stop, warping 
horrible before clattering to the ground at Alex’s feet. 


If the crowd had been stunned and shocked before, now it was like the room was a live 
grenade. One Alex could let the switch go on by merely breathing too hard. My god~ It is so 
easy to back them into a corner like this! The heroes always just seemed to give him all the 
power in a situation, he didn’t even have to do anything and they just scrambled to make sure 
he had all the cards, that it was always his move that mattered the most. So he just stared 
down at the shield as it wiggled and wobbled, watching it wordlessly as it slowly... finally... 
come to a stop. 


And instead of reacting- instead of snapping out, he got to be the bigger person, got to rub it 
in all their faces that he wasn’t going to fall for their bait. That he was the one doing their job 
and keeping his word. “I’d say ouch...” Alex finally said, glancing back up that the table. 


Dave was just a little pale around the mouth and his jaw was so tight he might crack a tooth. 
The bright pink bubble also wasn’t doing him any favors in the confidence department. 
Peony, however just looked like she was trying to communicate with him through facial 


expressions alone. All of which said to him, ‘Oh for the love of god would you just cut it 
out.’ It nearly made him laugh, but he kept himself together and glanced back at Dave. 


“..but we both know that didn’t hurt me.” And he just stayed right were he was, he made no 
further move and the heroes, one by one started to relax. As they one by one had to come to 
grips with the fact that he wasn’t going to act how they thought he would. 


“Hmm, and don’t worry about the fact that your little shakeanium shield is now horribly 
dented. I got you a new one~” He practically purred. “As a wedding present. It’s got lasers.”’] 
He said with a snicker, one that grew into a chuckle before boiling over into a positively 
haunting laugh. It echoed around the room as he stood there laughing. It was a completely 
different sound to the one they all heard earlier while he’d been sitting with Morgan. That 
one had been genuine and delighted, this one was meant to live in their nightmares for years 
to come. 


When he finally stopped, he swiped dramatically at his face, “Honestly, you all are so serious 
all the time. Don’t you heroes know how to relax~” He teased menacingly. “Now, I know 
how fond you are of this old thing, so for sentimental reasons...” And he flipped the shield 
up with the toe of his perfectly polished shoe. He caught it in one hand, only to then bend it 
back into shape. It made a hideous wrench metal sound but he managed it with ease. 


“There.” And he tossed the shield back with enough force for it to embed into the wall 
behind the couple, just as Peony dropped her bubble. 


Both jumped, bubbling instantly back up, but Alex just tucked his hands back into his 
pockets, obviously not being a threat. Well not more than he naturally was. “But I really think 
you ought to use the new one, it will fly straighter than that old thing.” Alex was certain 
people had drawn their weapons on him again but he physically couldn’t bring himself to 
care, so he went on ignoring them. “Now... where was I~ Oh, right . Presents for the bride 
and groom.” 


“P-presents...?”” Peony managed, voice still edged with fear and strain as she again let her 
force field fall. She was trying to remind herself that Alex was fucking with her and Dave on 
purpose, that he wasn’t actually going to kill her on her wedding day. That Morgan would... 
do something to prevent that. 


“Yes~” Alex purred again, “Like any good archfey I’m supposed to come bearing gifts, 
right?” 


“Usually cursed ones...” She muttered and Alex just smirked at her winningly. 


“Usually, yes. But I think I’m curse enough.” He answered before pulling his hand, slowly, 
out of his pocket. He made a show of doing slow for the heroes with itchy trigger fingers, 
again humoring them and their poor manners. “As I’ve already said, Dodgers already knows 
what his is, but for you Mrs Dodgers, I have this.” And he held out a lapel pin. It was small 
and she couldn’t see what it was, but then he tossed it to her. 


She caught it with ease, only to be shocked at what it was. It was a small gold pin, one that 
had a skull with snakes for hair stamped into it. In the lighting above the table Peony could 
see just a bit of blood caught in the grooves. It was unmistakably a pin from Medusa, the evil 
nazi organization that Dave frequently fought. She glanced back up at Alex, eyes a little 
wide. 


“T took that off the... hmm, 1 of 30 or so guests who tried to arrive late during the ceremony. 
When they didn’t have invitations, so I oh so generously told them they weren’t invited and 
asked them to leave.” Alex explained flippantly. 


Peony had been told that there had been some kind of scuffle outside but when people had 
gone to check they didn’t find anyone. “During the ceremony?” She repeated, glancing from 
the pin and back. 


“Yes... No one gets to disrupt a party that I’ve been invited to but me. ” He replied with a 
smirk. 


“Alex...” She whispered, before finally looking back up at him. He could see her surprise, 
see that pleased awe, the little smile at pulled at the corners of her mouth... and the fucking 
dimples. Fuck. Fucking, goddamnit. Why do you have to look so much like your brother? 


So when she went on, he for just a second he let some of the dramatics slip away, “ ...thank 


a 


you. 


“.. You’re welcome, Peony. And congratulations.” But apparently he had said it with too 
much sincerity because she was smiling at him now. So he rolled his eyes and huffed, turning 
away from the mic as he said, “Enjoy your party heroes, you probably won’t live long 
enough to have another one.” 


The gathered audience still bristled as he stalked by but it wasn’t until he looked up and saw 
Morgan, hand over his mouth to hide his own pleased grin, did Alex just shake his head. The 
things I do for you... He thought, unable to keep his own smile off his face as he rejoined his 
friend. ... J... would do a hundred times over if you asked. 


Now that would be a decent wedding vow... Not that he was thinking about Morgan and 
wedding vows or anything. Nope... nope, not at all. Just- just a lot of wedding stuff going on 
so it was hard not to think about it- one. To think about one. A wedding. That he might be 
involved in... that he would actually want to be involved in. 


Alex just shook his head again and reached for his wine. It really was going to be a long 
night... 


Chapter End Notes 


I fully intent to have this story finished before the anniversary so brace yourselves lol. 


Chapter 41 


Chapter Notes 


Okay so... uh, 1 have some good news and some bad new. 

Good news, Look a new chapter! 

Bad news... It's not the /ast chapter... 

I know! I know! But before you get out the pitchforks just read this one first. I promise 
you're gonna really really like it. 


Also even though this isn't the last chapter I hope Lighthouse, you are willing to count it 
towards the hostage negotiation of all hostage negotiations. I wasn't able to to as much 
editing as I usually do because well... it enormous, but I'm going to do that on Wed after 
work so don't be alarmed if a few things are changed between the first time you read it 
and the next. I just wanted to make sure it was posted before the deadline. ((All Edits are 
done now!)) 


Other than that I hope you all enjoy the not last last chapter~ 


Like always any dialogue within the brackets is directly quoted from Lighthouse 
Raider's skits and any dialogue in the asterisks was stuff I added or changed. Also 
several lines were heavily inspired by skits but I just didn't quote the entire skit. 


See the end of the chapter for more notes 


Surprisingly Morgan and Alex managed to avoid any sort of incident during both the cake 
cutting and the group’s transition back to the ballroom for the first dances and such. It was all 
well choreographed by the wedding planner and the staff, so it actually went smoothly. It was 
only when things shifted back into being more free form that a problem arose. 


Morgan had volunteered to get them both another drink. He figured it would alarm people 
less to have him cut across the room than Alex. And he was right... but that also meant 
people were less likely to give him space. So while he was standing at the bar waiting, one of 
the heroes with more balls than brains decided now was the time to start something. 


Morgan saw him coming, had seen him staring the whole time he’d ordered, but he sighed 
anyways. As much as he knew this was bound to happen he’d sort of wished that it wouldn’t, 
that he could just stay comfortably out of the way and let Alex continue to be the focus. But 
bait is bait for a reason... So he just rolled his shoulders back and settled in as none other 
than Gulliver King, better known as Emerald City’s very own Hood. The hero he had both 


humiliated in front of the FA and to his board of trustees on April Fools day earlier this year. 
Well... this was going to happen eventually... 


Really though, Morgan just wished he wouldn’t have to deal with Gulliver’s ‘I’m dark and 
broody’ attitude. Unlike his rival Flying Fox, who despite his utterly ridiculous name and 
costume was actually terrifying and broody, his secret identity Carl Cayne managed to be 
both charming and entertaining. King just was... a drag. Honestly he would come across so 
much better if he tried to be more like his friend Bolt, a speedster that had created the 
narrative that all speedsters were kind and witty. It was something Morgan knew Strider 
bandwagoned onto fast, riding on Bolt’s coattails to help his quips come across as ‘funny’ 
and not ‘dickish’. Or hell if King just tried to be more like the Retailators’ own Eagleeye and 
accept that being good at using a bow wasn’t impressive, he might be more likable. Flint had 
successfully branched out into being both the poster-boy for overworked and underpaid 
regular joe schmoes everywhere and deaf representation in the hero community. 


But no, instead of someone with a sense of humor coming over to chat with him, he got Mr. 
Bad Attitude McGee. 


Gulliver stopped just a few feet away and gave Morgan an obvious once over, before snorting 
and taking a sip of his scotch. /t was probably scotch, because again snooty billionaire. 
“That’s certainly an interesting color...” 


“Tt certainly is.” Morgan replied, not bothering to look over. 


Not taking the hint Gulliver leaned in against the bar, invading the unspoken bubble everyone 
else had been giving Morgan, and went on, “Looks sort of like a carmine , to me.” And he let 
all pretenses of civility drop as he glared at Morgan. With the dim party lighting of candles 
and twinkling lights and the thrumming music, it gave this conversation an illusion of 
seclusion, one the hero was trying to take advantage of it. 


“That’s because it is.” Morgan answered still not turning to look at him. Though with how 
close he was leaning in, Morgan almost wondered if he could lift his wallet just for shits and 
giggles... Still, he didn’t want to let King feel like he accomplished some great feat of 
intelligence, so he went on. “I take it you and your friends finally got around to doing a quick 
little search for me in your system? Took you all long enough. Was it the tin-man who told 
you or the bat?” 


Scowling King shifted, obviously not appreciating Morgan’s jab. “Neither... I bet you think 
you’re funny, don’t you? Some D-tier nobody out here trying to hack it with the big 
leagues?” And again he sized Morgan up, an easy feet for someone with several inches and 
probably 50lbs on him, “ Please , you’re a fucking joke.” 


“T’m not trying to hack it with anyone.” Morgan answered, finally looking over at Gulliver 
and meeting his glare with a look of disinterest. 


“Like I said before,” And he gave King a once over now, before smirking. “ /’m just here for 
the show.” Was holding his gaze like this akin to poking a bear? Yes, very much so. Did 
Morgan care? Fuck no. Heroes can and were often intimidating. Morgan knew having any 
sort of weapon pointed at his face would cause his heart rate to spike, but Morgan dealt with 
fear on a day to day basis. Morgan Jived for it sometimes. And after spending enough time 
around Alex there wasn’t much that could make him flinch. So some pretentious bastard in a 
dark green suit and a bow slung over his back sure as fuck wasn’t it. Especially not when 
Morgan could tell he had his phone and keys in his front pockets. Plus a rolex with a quick 
clasp on his left hand. 


“And what show is that exactly, huh.” The hero interrogated further leaning into Morgan’s 
space now. 


Oh I really shouldnt but... Fuck it. 


“Wouldn t you like to know.” Morgan half whispered, voice low and uncowed. He shifted 
closer too, making sure he pushed away from the counter as he held his ground... and he 
tucked his hands into his pockets. Where he could then he flick his fingers and open up two 
thin small pockets at approximately the right height and distance to be inside King’s own 
pockets. It was a hell of a gamble and something Morgan didn’t do every often but making 
very small portals was so much easier than making bigger ones and the payoff from this 
could be glorious . It was all about weighing the risks and rewards. 


And when he saw King’s noes flare with anger and he shifted his weight, Morgan learned out 
his outcome of his gamble. Added to his inventory was a phone, a collapsible key-ring, a thin 
wallet, and a money clip, bill amount unknown. It took everything he had not grin. He 
dismissed his pockets quickly as Gulliver started to speak. 


“Just what are you and that monster planning?” He demanded a in low growl, his face 
contorting with anger as he slammed his glass down onto the bar-top. Between the clatter and 
their posturing, the people around them were starting to notice the shift in the conversation, 
not that the A-tier hero paid the growing hush any mind. 


Then as he studied Morgan’s impassive face, his eyes narrowed slightly before smirking, “Or 
no, you wouldn’t know, would you ? You’re just some throwaway lackey. A minion he 
doesn’t care about getting caught up in the collateral damage.” He sneered, changing from 
intimidation to dismissal, clearly just randomly slapping at Morgan’s buttons in the hopes 
that he might get some kind of a reaction out of him. 


Morgan wasn’t sure if he wanted to be insulted that King wasn’t taking him seriously enough 
to actually stick to an interrogation tactic, or unimpressed because King didn’t actually know 
what he was doing. He settled on obnoxious when he answered, it was a nice middle ground, 
“Hmm... Noooo- No, I don’t think that’s it. Try again.” 


“ Excuse me?” Hissed the pissed off hero. 


“T said, Try. Again. ” Morgan repeated more slowly now, making sure to enunciate each word 
clearly. God he loved antagonizing heroes, it was just so much damned fun. Usually he only 
got to do when he was already in custody. “You got it wrong, so try again.” And he sniffed 
the air before turned in his head away a bit, “And maybe lay off the scotch.” 


The alcohol smell wasn’t actually noticeable but it did let Morgan quickly survey their little 
audience. A lot of the bigger names were off dancing still or hangout else where, and 
everyone nearby seemed to think it wasn’t their place or seniority to interfere. It was the 
bystander effect in action, something Morgan really felt like they ought to be trained out of. 
But even in a room full of heroes, they all think someone else will handle it. Typical. 


But the one person he didn’t notice was Alex. He wasn’t across the room anymore. Heh. Oh 
this is gonna be good. 


“Listen to me you little punk-!” King snapped out and Morgan tried not to roll his eyes as 
King jabbed a finger into his chest, but he looked back at blonde hero trying to give him his 


full attention again. 


“Just because you think your hot shit for breaking into a fucking museum doesn’t mean you 
would even last a second in the real world.” He snarled, “You D-tiers are all so coddled by 
the system. You have to get handled with the kiddie gloves or else it’s ‘unfair treatment’, 
while we are out here having to deal with real threats, day in and day out. We don’t have the 
time to ‘play nice’ and we shouldn’t have to. You’re a fucking criminal that belongs behind 
bars. It shouldn’t matter how gently you get there.” 


Morgan took his hands out of his pockets lazily, holding them up in obvious mock surrender 
while King jabbed at him during his little rant. “Oh no... You’ve got me.” He muttered 
rolling his eyes. “I’m a bad guy.” But he glanced back at King with an unimpressed 
expression even though he was bristling under the surface. Morgan regularly got beat on by 
higher tier heroes who just wanted an easy fight and a bit of good press. He knew the type 
and the fucking mentality that existed inside the FA. It was common among newbies and now 
Morgan could see why. Shit rolls down hill, doesn t it. 


But instead of say that, instead of letting King see that he scored on Morgan, he just sighed, 
“Look .1’m sure this whole...” And he glanced up and down King again, “ -thing, works for 
intimidating your rogues gallery, but I don’t play in your city. And when I do come by to 
visit, you won’t ever know until I’m Jong gone. So how about you back off and we both just 
enjoy rest of the party, huh?” 


But that was the final straw, Morgan could tell even before the hero reached for him. He 
probably could have pulled away. He probably could have ducked and slipped to his right, 
caught his arm and then flipped the hero onto his back, knocking him breathless. //King was 
as really pissed as he seemed. Or just as easily, and more likely, Morgan would end up the 
one that was flattened. It wasn’t worth the risk and honestly he didn’t like getting punched. It 
fucking hurt. 


So he just stayed still. He let the hero grab him by the lapels and snarl, “ There isn t going to 
be a rest of the party for you-!” 


But he also didn’t let this opportunity slip by, either. Morgan put both his hands over King’s 
wrists and applied just the right amount of pressure over his watch to make sure the other 
man wouldn’t notice that he was undoing the latch with his fingertips. 


“Now...” Morgan sighed heavily. “Why did you have to go and do that?” And he looked 
towards the ceiling as though he was trying to ask god why this man in front of him was such 
an idiot. 


Still furious, King didn’t seem to clue into the fact that Morgan literally had two shadows... 
And one wasn’t his. In fact, even the little gathered crowd had missed that. For heroes they 
sure were bad at this whole danger sense thing. 


King dragged him up onto his toes and Morgan just continued to look annoyed. “Do what?” 
He hissed, “ My job?” 


Sighing Morgan just shook his head, “I did try to warn you, you know? This is all on you, 
now.” 


Finally starting to catch on, to realize that Morgan wasn’t pretending to not be afraid, he 
genuinely wasn’t, Gulliver’s brows drew down in confusion. “Warn me about what?” 


“That I dont like it when someone puts Hands. On. My. Partner.” Alex growled as he 
materialized just behind Morgan. 


All the bulbs nearby dimmed so low they were nearly off. All the candles around them were 
suddenly snuffed. It left the bar cast in a heavy layer of darkness as he flowed up out of the 
nothingness like a shade- like a literal specter with yellow slitted eyes so brilliant in the near 
darkness that they burned like embers as he leaned forward, looming just over Morgan’s 
shoulder. His teeth were bared but it looked much more like snarl than a smile as he put his 
hands on either side of Morgan. Holding on to him like a demon might hold onto it’s 
summoner. 


It was a good thing he had too, because as terror and recognition filled Gulliver’s chest, he 
flung Morgan away from him. Pushing both himself and Morgan back in the process. Alex 
merely steadied Morgan as Gulliver let out a rather unheroic sounding shriek. And had he 
been his paramour, Blue Jay, that scream probably would have shattered all the glasses 
around them, but instead it just embarrassed the hero as he flailed about. His hand slid along 


the bar as he stumbled back knocking over the three drinks there and sending glasses and 
alcohol to the ground with him. 


Showtime. Alex thought as the music suddenly cut out. 


Peony really thought they ought to have heard the squealing of metal and springs as the bear 
trap snapped closed, not just the shrieking and crash, but life wasn’t fair like that sometimes. 
The music was cut off suddenly and the lights snapped onto full as all eyes shot to the bar and 
the source of the commotion. She heard a quick bark of laughter that quickly turned into a 
cackle. Her eyes met Dave’s and they both shot forward along with several others, trying to 
make their way to the bar before someone got hurt any further. 


It was Morgan who was laughing, but it wasn’t a very nice kind of laugh. It was a villainous 
sort of laugh, one he let echo around the room with his head thrown back. When Gulliver had 
released him in his fright Morgan had staggered back into Alex, who had steadied him 
automatically. Gulliver, tragically, had no such support as he had flung himself away, arms 
pinwheeling. He managed to smack both his drink and the two for Morgan the bartender had 
just set down, in an attempt to catch himself as he shrieked, but to no avail. No, he, the 
glassware, and their contents all went crashing to the floor in a spectacular and sticky fashion 
amidst splinters of glass and a shattered ego. 


So of course Morgan laughed, how could he not? 


Alex was still glowering down at the fallen hero, face contorted into a snarl full of disdain 
and barely controlled rage as he held onto Morgan, a truly frightening shadow at his back. 
One Morgan was absolutely at ease with as every pair of eyes in the room watched on in 
stunned shock. 


But when his cackling finally petered out he just grinned and swiped at his face, making no 
move to shift away from Alex or his closeness. Power damn near crackled around Alex, an 
echo of his fury, but Morgan just found this whole situation fucking hilarious . He wondered 
briefly if to the heroes that was almost as frightening as Alex’s anger? Or at least as 
disturbing? 


Regardless Morgan had been counting on their stunned silences no matter the reason. He 
knew people, he made it his whole job to know people- to know how to play them- to con 


them. To keep their attention so he could misdirect them. But there was no misdirection now, 
just plain old terrifying reality. And this time that was going to prove to be so much more 
important. 


So as he swiped at his watering eyes and caught his breath, he was the first one to break that 
intense silence. “God damn! Ha! Oh, that was priceless-! I mean you’re face~ ” Morgan 
snickered at the terrified hero, before he turned his head to Alex, “Fuckin’ 8 out of 10! Pfft~” 


“8?” Alex demanded, clearly taken aback as he straightened. “That was a 10, no question.” 
He insisted, as his hands slipped off of Morgan’s arms, turning his gaze on his friend and 
letting the hate practically melting away from his stance and tone. At least for the time being, 
Morgan was up to something, He usually is, so Alex needed to pay attention. 


This was a long standing game they played, rating Alex’s entrances when he stepped in to 
save Morgan. It usually only applied to situations when Morgan wasn’t actually hurt or in 
mortal danger, but since those instances really didn’t happen very often the game had become 
a staple. It had started as some sassy comment Morgan had made about Alex being late and 
losing points for it and it snowballed into a real thing. But Alex usually got 9’s and 10’s for 
especially dramatic nonsense like this, meaning Morgan was trying to tell him something. 
Probably trying to signal to Alex to just follow his lead, so Alex did. They both were very 
good at playing off each other like this by now. Besides... that was absolutely a fucking 10. 


“But no quippy one liner.” Morgan pointed out obviously teasing Alex, “You lose points for 
that.” 


“T said a one liner.” Alex retorted in exasperation, rolling his eyes as he shifted back a bit to 
give Morgan a little more space, it meant he could turn to face Alex without backing away 
from King. 


“You did.” Morgan allowed, practically beaming as he wiggled his brows up at his friend. 
“But it wasn’t quippy.” And he watched Alex try not smirk down at him. So he was being a 
little over the top right now? So what? It was keeping their audience quiet and enraptured 
which was the goal. He just needed them all to see this. To see in no uncertain terms just 
exactly what their dynamic was ‘really like’ before Morgan could rub salt into poor 
Gulliver’s wounded pride. He was still laying on the ground just as stupefied by their little 
show as everyone else. Good. Stay exactly where I want you. 


“T- Hrk- He fell over and dumped the drinks all over himself.” Alex scoffed clearly indigent 
as he flippantly gestured to the fallen hero. He continued to ignore the gawking crowd, 
utterly disregarding the numerous weapons and power beams point in their direction. “That’s 
a 10, Morgan.” 


“Hmmm... You make a good point.”” Morgan mused, eyes alight as he continued to make a 
scene with Alex. “Let’s call it a 9 then.” 


“A 9 and a half.” Alex grumbled, as he crossed his arms, eyes narrowing. 


Smirking Morgan made an iffy gesture with his hand before he made a show of remembering 
something. “Oh! You know what, I know what will make this a 9 and a half...” And he spun 
back towards Gulliver, grinning broadly. It wasn’t cruel or wolfish like Alex but it wasn’t 
kind either. Morgan’s grin was much more mischievous- more vulpine, as he reached into a 
pocket and opened one his pockets inside it. And then he proceeded to pluck out item after 
item that did not belong to him. Each one appeared to come from a different pocket and each 
one was tossed down onto King with a snarky comment attached. 


First the watch he had managed to palm as King has shoved him back, “It’s a nice watch and 
all, but it's not really my style, you know? Too easy to take off.” 


Then he reached into a different pocket and pulled out the money clip, ““Who actually cares 
cash around these days? And why in a money clip of all things?” 


Next was the thin wallet, “But this I kind of like, just a couple plates metal and some elastic 
to hold your cards in place, very nifty. I bet it’s even RFID blocking too.” And he tossed it 
down onto Gulliver’s chest as the hero now stared up at Morgan in wide-eyed shock. 


Then was the key fold, “Oh wouldn’t want to lose that, it would suck to not be able to get 
into that penthouse of yours after you slink off tonight.” 


And finally, he pulled out Gulliver’s phone from his inside breast pocket, his grin utterly 
smug as he toyed with the thin sleek device. “Now this~ Oh, it would be a real shame for you 
to lose this. I mean just think of all the passcodes you have on here... Or banking information. 
Hell, even just someone else having access to your twitter account could cause you so many 
problems~” Then he let the mirth fall from his face as he tossed the phone down with the rest 
of the things Morgan had stolen and returned, all now just piled on his chest. But he held 
King’s gaze and only King’s. 


He slipped his hands into his pockets again and bent down every so slightly as he spoke in a 
low even tone. It wasn’t nasty or vicious, it was just ordinary. Like he was talking about the 
weather, like he was just stating facts. “So you see, King, just because I’m D-tier doesn’t 
mean I’m not any less of a problem for you. I could make your life unbearable and I’d never 
have to touch you.” 


Then he straightened again, and started to turn away, before pausing and glancing back down 
at the humiliated hero, “Oh and for the record, I’m a villain, not a criminal. And you should 
really keep a better eye on your things.” And then he dismissed King from his attention as he 
no longer served any further purpose and looked back at Alex. 


The S-tier villain had his fingers pressed to his mouth, only partially hiding his grin. If Alex 
hadn’t known his friend was planning something he’d have been just as caught off guard as 
the rest of them, but knowing what was coming only made his friend's flippant arrogance all 
the better. Alex had even caught other heroes actually check their pockets out of the corner of 
his eyes while Morgan had made his point. 


It was fucking beautiful. 


And it made that hungry part of himself grin with satisfaction. Grin with wicked pride as 
Morgan flawlessly sent his own message to the gathered heroes. Alex would always have his 
back but Morgan wasn’t solely reliant on him, he could be just a prickly and difficult as any 
villain in his own obnoxious way. God if I didn t already love him, I would now... Fucking 
confident and hot and quick under pressure- You’re so fucking perfect. And mine- Mine. 
Mine. 


So when Morgan met his gaze, when they both just grinned at each other, Alex had to 
actively resist not just grabbing him then and there. 


“Now it’s a 9 and half~” Morgan snickered. 


“Fuck that, now it’s a 10.” Alex responded automatically. Morgan only snorted in reply, but it 
was time to deal with the crowd so Alex pulled his smile into a smirk as he lowered his hand 
and finally acknowledged the sea of faces. 


Only a couple of them stood out to him, one being Peony, who looked like she too was trying 
not to smile and was only sort of succeeding. Which was another point in her favorite... 
damn it. And the other face was a furious one. Ellen Smolt stood off to the side, hands 
clutching at her chest as anger and resentment colored her face, her husband fell more on 
towards the disappointed end of that scale but only Ellen was looking at him. He met her 
gaze and grinned toothily. That’s right you self-righteous bitch. That is Morgan. Not some 
watered down bullshit version of a person you were trying to force him to be. That is who he 
is and if you don t like it, than go choke on it. 


Heat deepened the anger hue of her face but he turned his attention back to the group at large, 
she wasn’t worth his fucking time. 


“Now...” Alex muttered darkly to the waiting crowd, his eyes flashing, “I think I said this 
once already, but just in case I wasn’t clear enough the first time. He is Mine.” And he 
growled the last word, with enough bass in it for the people nearby to feel the vibration. “So 
fucking act accordingly.” 


When no one made a sound, he bared his teeth a little in a feral grin. “Good. Oh and the next 
person who put hands on my partner, /oses them.” And then he turned and walked away, 
Morgan easily falling into step with. Alex slid his hands back into his pockets as they stalked 
away, but he made sure to shorten his stride enough to match his friend’s. He figured the 
heroes would want a minute to collect themselves, regroup, and clean up before he reinserted 
himself into the situation. Besides, he actually wanted a breather too. 


Morgan didn’t say anything as they rounded a few corners and found themselves back in the 
foyer. It looked cool and quiet outside and Alex wanted some of both just now, so he pushed 
open the doors and stepped out into the October night. It was a little chilly but given how 
angry he still was that was probably for the best. 


He hadn’t expected to be quite this upset still but after listening to most of Gulliver’s 
conversation with Morgan, he was left seething. He had heard the way the A-tier hero had 
zero problems belittling his friend, and if it weren’t for their plan- weren’t for all the other 
things in motion, he might not have been able to keep himself from doing more than just 
appearing behind Morgan. Gulliver’s terrified shriek, one that hit several octaves too high, 
had certainly helped, and him falling on his ass was even better but... but god did he hate 
listening to someone just- just berate Morgan. Just insult him because of his tier- just demean 
him off fucking principle- 


Morgan held his piece as Alex scowled and stalked down the still illuminated drive, it was 
brisk out here but he didn’t care. It was just nice to not be surrounded by fucking people for 
the first time in hours. But as they started to get farther away from the house and Alex’s 
frown didn’t fade, Morgan spoke up. “...so... you wanna tell me why we stormed out or are 
you still working through it?” 


Alex made an unhappy noise in the back of his throat but he did slow down from a stalk to a 
stroll, sighing heavily. “Hrk.” Was all he managed as he dragged a hand through his hair. 


“Ah.” Morgan replied, nodding sagely, “I completely understand. That problem always 
annoys me too.” 


Alex shot him an exasperated look, not appreciating Morgan’s sarcasm. “Shut up...” 


“No~” Morgan retorted cheerfully and Alex snorted. “Come on, dude. Just walk me through 
it.” 


“It was King...” He muttered darkly, glowering out into the surrounding trees. 


“Okay, what about him?” 


“Tt- He- The way he talked to you.” Alex growled. 


“The way he talked to me? Or the way he talked down to me?” Morgan asked, trying to 
clarify what part of this had gotten under Alex’s skin. 


“Yes.” Alex growled, but he knew Morgan could figure out what he meant. 


“Ah...” Morgan repeated but this time he meant it, sighing now too. “... It used to bother me 
more. Being treated like I was lesser because of my tier. But I’m not and I know I’m not.” 


“That still doesn’t mean they should just get to say shit like that-!”” Alex snapped back, hands 
still in his pockets so he didn’t gesture to quickly or something and create a sonic boom. That 
had happened once and had scared the bejesus out of him. 


“No, they shouldn’t.” Morgan replied shrugging, “But the FA built this whole fucked up 
ranking system so people could. It was designed to segregate and divide metas. To categorize 
them. It makes people- meta people, focus more on what rank we are and not on the broken 
system that uses them. They did it on purpose.” 


Not expecting an actual answer to his angry ramblings, Alex stopped walking. “...what?” 


Morgan noticed after a beat and paused too, just looking up at Alex, confused. “What, what?” 
He asked back, blinking as Alex just stared at him like he grew a second head. 


“You- That- What do you mean they did it on purpose?” 


“T mean it was a tool used to delineate power level, right? The FA needed a way to filter out 
applicants, so they created the ranking system. And people are people, the second there was a 
new way to show status and superiority they latched on to it. It’s like wealth or gpa or 
whatever the fuck.” Morgan explained, “Then they started slapping the ranks on villains too 
so they could ‘assess our threat level’. And for a lot of villains that matters, right? Being the 
baddest son of a bitch on your block means people will leave you alone, or will be forced to 
pay their respects, something like that. But it’s still just an easy way for people to divide 
themselves up. It might not have started out with that intent, but that’s what’s happened.” 


“.. [never really thought of it that way.” Alex finally said after a beat. Because he really 
hadn’t. Despite being ‘S-tier’ and using that label to his advantage the label only existed 
because of him. Alex belittled the heroes because they were weaker than him, the tiers were 
just a handy way to say that. 


“I’m not really surprised. You exist outside of the system.” Morgan snorted, but Alex still 
looked startled by this apparent revelation. “But that’s why I do what I do. Why I... ‘stay’ D- 
tier, Alex. Because... Their labels do not define me...” And he brushed his fingers over his 
hip, over where those words sat. At the time, when he’d gotten the tattoo, those words didn’t 
have so many layers, he hadn’t known how many things it applied to but... But it really 
fucking mattered to him now. “Or at least I do my best to make sure that’s true.” 


“Well... fuck.” Alex muttered and Morgan just laughed as he dragged a hand through his hair 
again. 


“Tf you want to know more about all of this then just let Ohio talk at you about his research.” 
Morgan chuckled, “This is literally the thing he studies and he’ll go on for hours if you let 
him.” 


“Seriously? ” Alex demanded. “But I thought he travels the world and gives people back their 
artifacts or whatever the fuck!” 


“Yeah, as a hero.” Morgan replied rolling his eyes, “But he actually has to study something at 
the university. Publish or perish.” But Morgan turned back forwards and started walking 
down the long drive again, “Come on, Alex. We have literally sat through several of his 
classes before.” 


“T know...” Alex grumbled, as he started moving again too, “I just wasn’t paying attention.” 


“Clearly.” Morgan snickered, shaking his head, but instead of poking at Alex some more he 
circled back to Alex’s original point. It was actually kind of important and definitely a thing 
they needed to talk about, especially now that they were going to be partners publicly. “But 
this sort of thing- the insults and the mentality, it’s gonna keep coming back up. People are 
probably going to say things like that, about me, to or around you now that they know we are 
working together. Now that it’s not just speculation.” 


“Only if they have a fucking death wish.” Alex hissed. 


“Tf that’s how you want to respond, then by all means, you do you.” Morgan chuckled, but his 
smile didn’t last. And as the breeze rolled up the drive Morgan tucked his hands into his 
pockets. “You have your own reputation to worry about, so knock yourself out...” 


“But...” Alex muttered, he knew that tone Morgan had, a ‘but’ was definitely coming and it 
was probably about to be a new rule thing he wanted Alex to try and live with. 


“But,” Morgan echoed, his smile coming back, “You need to let me protect my reputation 
too.” 


“Which means?” Alex asked suspiciously. 


“Which means, you can’t tear out people’s throats when you overhear them saying something 
demeaning to me. It’s one thing if they say it to your face, but you can’t just pop up every 
time you hear someone talking shit about me.” Morgan explained as another cool gust swept 
up the drive. It made the candles flicker and the leaves dance around but not much more. 


“T mean I can...” Alex grumbled to himself before sighing, “But I won’t. Fine.” Then he 
added, “Wait, does that mean that I can’t kill Dollar Store Robinhood?” 


“T mean...” Morgan muttered, making a face, “I would rather you didn ¢t murder people for 
calling me names.” 


“Fuck...” Alex grunted and glowered at the ground, “Fine... smacking him around will just 
have to do.” 


“You could destroy the building his penthouse is in.” Morgan suggested helpfully, glad to see 
Alex was taking this in stride. He already seemed less pissed off. 


“Oooo~ Now, there’s an idea.” He replied, grinning broadly, the moonlight and ambient light 
made his teeth gleam. 


“Happy to help.” Morgan laughed. God, it was so easy to cheer up Alex sometimes, all he 
had to do was suggest something unnecessarily destructive and Alex just brightened right up. 
It was adorable. But then they reached the end of the drive so with a sigh the pair turned and 
started heading back up, but slower now. Both trying to stretch out this brief moment of 
solitude a little longer. 


Alex, however, still wasn’t quite done teasing this whole new public facing dynamic apart 
yet. “So... I know you’ve said before, that you like being D-tier, but... does that mean you’re 
never going to tier up?” 


“Not if I can avoid it.” Morgan answered honestly. 


“But- But you can, Morgan.” Alex muttered, face twisting up with frustration, “You could 
easily, so why not? Why not take advantage of the system and use those labels to keep people 
away?” Alex demanded, he thought he got why Morgan didn’t want to be a higher tier. That 
it was just because it would draw too much attention, that it would give his family more of a 
reason to come after him if they were all more similar tiers, but- but that wouldn’t be an issue 
now, right? Not with Alex as his partner, they wouldn’t- couldn t come after him now. 


“Who says I’m not?” Morgan snorted but when he glanced over and saw Alex’s expression 
he shifted gears. “Alex, I am taking advantage of the system. I’m playing them. This- me, my 
whole thing, it’s all one big con. I let them see whoever they want to see from me.” 


“But is that really safer? You mentioned this putting a target on your back earlier but I- I 
hadn’t been thinking about how this would look from the outside. From people seeing you as 
D-lister, as being- being...” 


“Lesser?” Morgan finished. 


It was... it was kind of amazing that he could even have this conversation with Alex. Years 
ago, there was no way Alex would have been able to see the nuance here. He wouldn’t have 
been able to see the world from Morgan’s perspective. To Alex they were al/ just lesser and 
he stopped caring after that, but now he was trying to manage and deal with how Morgan’s 
life would be effect by all of this. Sure, he hadn’t ever considered this before, and would 
probably forget periodically, but he was trying to understand. Trying to make sure that I 
really am going to be safe... Because we are partners. Because that fucking matters to him. 


Because I matter to him. Matter enough for him to care- to want to care. To do this- Any of 
this- 


Because he sees me as an equal. 


And that? Jesus, did that matter to Morgan. It meant everything to him. 


.. fuck. 


Surprised by the emotions now swirling in his chest, he had to take a slow breath and 
swallow before he could keep going. “-Well... I did.” 


Alex glanced over at Morgan now, his friend was looking straight ahead, but Alex could have 
sworn he felt something. Something like gratitude and awe and deep in the belly warmth, all 
mixed into anxiety and nervousness. It seemed so out of place, but his friend didn’t /ook any 
different... But he also didn’t glance up either. Body language, not expression. He tried to 
remind himself, but Morgan really didn’t seem all that much different than he had a second 
ago. Maybe slightly less relaxed but that was it. Huh... 


But then he was talking again so Alex tried to pay more attention to his words than his 
emotions. 


“Back there I could have made a much bigger deal out of what I did. I could have talked 
about how I knew King kept his biometric FAS1D key in that key fold. And how between it 
and his phone, I could have lifted some of his prints and then swabbed it for his DNA and 
used both to embed his genetic markers into synthskin prints. How I could have then gotten 


into any room in the entire FA HQ with his security clearance. But that wasn’t the point of 
this. The point was to make myself come across as a nuisance, a notable one, but not as a real 
threat.” Morgan tried to explain, tried to focus on his words and not the whole battalion of 
butterflies that were determined to reminded him just how hopelessly in love with Alex he 
actually was. And it’s because of shit like this- Moments exactly like this. Because of days like 
today... because they happen all the time and when I least except it and- Fuck- fuck. 


“My whole goal is to stay under the radar, only popping up when they- they least expect it. 
Then I smack one of them with the idiot stick, and scramble back into irrelevance again.” He 
said on a laugh, finally glancing up at Alex. His friend was just looking at him. He wasn’t 
upset or bemused or confused. He was just /ooking at Morgan. He was seeing him. Those 
lovely yellow cat’s eyes were seeing him. Really seeing him. And Morgan felt his heart skip 
a beat. 


He knew Alex did sometimes- knew that he really noticed Morgan. That sometimes he gave 
Morgan his undivided attention and it was terrifying and wonderful and- God- god... You 
aren t even doing it on fucking purpose- How is that even fair? 


“But you could do so much more...” Alex said, like it pained him to see Morgan so 
constrained. Because it did. He knew just exactly what Morgan could too- he knew how 
devious and brilliant and fucking motivated his friend could be, just his little tangent now 
could attest to that. Morgan had considered, over the length of a single argument, what all he 
could have accomplished with his stolen goods and it would have absolutely fucked up the 
FA. That was unbelievably impressive. It was why Alex had wanted to hire him years and 
years ago, and frankly still did (sorta). 


And yet- he didn’t know- couldn’t see why Morgan didn’t want that. Alex would give him 
the world if he asked for it, but Morgan could fucking take it for himself if he really wanted 
to, but he wasn’t. Morgan could be downright Machiavellian when he wanted to be and was 
fully capable of following through. So on the very rare occasion when he did act on that 
instinct? Empires fell. And yet people just got to insult him- got to underestimate him. It was 
infuriating. 


“Yeah, I could... But not in a way that works for me, not publicly.” Morgan finally managed, 
they had stopped walking again, but Morgan wasn’t sure who paused first. It was hard to tell 
with just how intensely Alex was studying him, the way he was searching Morgan’s face. It 
was making it very hard to think let alone talk. 


But he swallowed again and tried to go on. “Being- being a D-tier villain makes me happy.” 
He whispered, “I like dressing up as a ghost pirate and scaring some teenagers away from 
investment properties, and robbing banks, and doing petty crimes. It- it makes me happy... 
and I spent so much of life trying to get people to respect me and appreciate me and it never 
worked out-” He hadn’t meant for his voice to be so raw with emotion, but it was. 


These were some raw truths here. This was his motivations- his core beliefs. This was why he 
did what he did. Why he was a villain. Why he was a thief. Why he had a crew and worked 
the way he did. It was the all whys- it was all the things he’d left unsaid or only every half 
explained. But here was Alex, genuinely asking- genuinely wanting to know. So Morgan 
answered him, he gave him the honest truth... because he knew he could trust Alex with it. 
With himself, Because that’s what this was, it was the heart of who he was... and he could 
always trust Alex with that. 


And every part of him wanted to just reach out- to just touch Alex. To tell him that, to show 
Alex that he did trust him with that. That he matter to Morgan as much as he seemed to 
matter to Alex. To just run a hand over his cheek and down that chiseled jaw. He wanted to 
brush his fingers over Alex’s chin and just angle his head down just a little further, just a 
enough to Morgan could reach his lips for a kiss. To do something- anything to show Alex 
how much this mattered to him. How much this thing Alex didn’t even know he was doing 
mattered. 


But instead he just kept talking, kept explaining. 


“_So I’m not going to.” Morgan breathed, shrugging just a little. This was not a conversation 
he ever thought he was going to have on some stranger’s driveway in front of a fancy ass 
manor at his sister’s wedding, but here he was. “I don’t care if I’m a fucking laughing stock, 
or the butt of someone’s jokes, I just... I just want to be happy, you know? And I can’t keep 
doing that if I rank up. I can’t be this version of me, if I have to play to the expectations of a 
higher tier. I don’t want to have to kill my enemies. I would much rather just annoy the fuck 
out of them until they die of natural causes, you know?” And he laughed but it was watery 
and Morgan didn’t realize he was crying until Alex just lifted his hand to brush at the tears on 
his face. 


“Morgan...” Alex whispered, nearly as surprised by the tears as Morgan was. But a lot had 
happened today, a lot Morgan had had to try and deal with so it was probably just a side 
effect of that. Still Alex let his touch linger just a little longer, he could feel how deeply this 
mattered to Morgan- how intense his feelings were. His determination and stubbornness and 
raw unshakable drive at the root of his confession. No hiding, no half-truths, no diversion. 


No, Morgan was standing there facing him and trying to be direct and sincere and honest as 
he could manage. And he wasn’t pulling away... 


Now Alex was the one who had to swallow before he could keep going, “I... I don’t think I 
really ever understood it- what you meant when you said you were fine with being D-tier. But 
if this is what makes you happy, then okay. I'll stop pushing... I just... I just want you to be 


happy.” 


“T know...” Morgan murmured. And he did. He did know. He knew it from the way Alex 
talked to the way he acted, to all the little things he’d do for Morgan without complaint. 


Like listen to me spill my guts about the things I fear most in a thunderstorm or talk about the 
very core of who I am in some random hero 8 drive way. 


How the fuck they ended up like this again, so close- so open and present and in the moment 
with each other, Morgan didn’t know, but it kept happening. This, moments like this kept 
happening and that couldn't just be a coincidence. He had never had another person in his life 
where he found himself in situation after situation like this. Especially if a life or death 
experience hadn’t just occurred. Not ones where they were so close- so intent on each other- 
where he wanted to kiss them as badly as he did right now... 


Maybe it’s not mud... maybe I’ve just had my eyes closed... Maybe... 


Morgan swallowed again and went on, voice low enough that it wouldn't care on the wind. 

“But for me... the people who I want to know what I’m capable of, already do. They’re the 
only people whose opinions matter to me- They’re only people whose opinions I choose to 
care about.” And Morgan leaned forward, just a little, shifting further into Alex’s space. 


Somehow they had ended up so close together again. This really can t be a coincidence... 
Morgan thought, fingers reaching out to grab onto Alex’s jacket, but not quiet touching yet. 
Nervousness still had him hesitating. “But- but that doesn’t mean I’m just going to roll over 
when someone tries to use me- tries to make me into their pawn. I just don’t need the world 
to know I’m a threat... You knowing is good enough...” 


“Oh...” And Alex swore he had stopped breathing, he wasn’t touching Morgan, but he 
might as well be. His hand was still up by his face, he’d never really lowered it after brushing 
away the stray tear. But Morgan was so close to him now, Alex had to tilt his head down just 
to make sure he could continue to hold Morgan’s gaze, to see the grey and green hints that 
swirled through his brown eyes. And Morgan didn’t look away. He didn’t blink. He didn’t try 
to pull back, to pull away- 


*Th-UMP* 


That was the front doors of the manor being shoved open. 


*Click- Click- Click-* 


And that’s someone's high heels coming down the concrete steps. 


Alex’s heightened hearing told him that. It was dark, dark enough that someone probably 
couldn’t see them right away but they would in a second. 


Of course... 


Of fucking course. 


Alex cursed to himself, hideously used to this by now. Used to the interruptions and 
diversions and false starters. Used to living in this constant state of not knowing. This was 
par for the goddamned course, but... the very /ast thing he wanted was for the heroes to find 
out just exactly what he had meant when used the word ‘partner’. 


So Alex closed his eyes. He closed his eyes and let out a slow breath, turning his head away 
and leaning back as he spoke. “Someone 5 coming...” 


And he missed the utterly distressed look on Morgan’s face as he did. 


No- No wait-! Morgan thought, his hesitation overrode by desperation as he reached out, 
fingers bunching in Alex’s jacket. 


Fear galloped through him just like every other time they'd been disrupted, interrupted, or 
otherwise forced apart during moments like this. His heart hammered in his chest so loudly 
people probably didn't even need super hearing to tell. But unlike all those other times, and 
fuck there had been so many, he wasn't afraid of screwing something up, he was afraid of 
missing his chance. Of letting go. 


Alex’s eyes snapped back open when Morgan tugged on the front of his coat, it was low 
down, near the buttons. And he looked back at Morgan, he still hadn’t said anything- he still 
hadn’t made a sound but he was just staring up at Alex so intently- Lips just a little apart, 
clearly about to say something- 


“Oh, there you two are!”” Peony exclaimed as she finally spotted them. And both men jerked 
apart. 


That was practically synchronized , Peony noted as she stopped her hurried power walking 
and took in both their faces. Alex looked conflicted and a little starstruck, and Morgan looked 
deeply frustrated. She couldn’t tell if they'd been speaking in hushed tones... Or . But if she 
was going to base her guess off just their expressions alone she was going with Or. A very 
substantial Or. 


Good lord, Morgan... has it really taken you this long? I’m actually starting to feel bad for 
Alex... But not bad enough to actually leave. 


"Am I... interrupting?" She asked cheekily as they both just stared at her like a couple of 
teenagers who'd just gotten caught. 


"N-no. " 


"Yes." 


They both answered at the same time. 


Alex, bewildered by Morgan’s tone and his ‘yes’, just glanced down at as his friend while 
Morgan glared daggers at his sister and stuffed his hands back into his pockets. 


"What do you want, Peony?" Morgan demanded, tone flat. For the love of god! Ten minutes- 
Is ten fucking minutes too much to ask for?! 


Peony, delighted by this new development and what she could only hope was a flush on her 
brother's cheeks, beamed in the face of his irritation. "You, actually~ I managed to sneak 
away while everyone was still cleaning up from that little show you two put on and I thought 
now would be a good time for pictures." 


"Well, it's not. So if you could just-" But his sister practically skipped forward in her big 
puffy dress and grabbed his arm. 


"Nope~" She giggled. "Suck it up, I'm the bride. I get what I want, when I want it." Then 
more quietly she said, "Besides, once we're done you can go finish your... chat somewhere 
else." And she glanced at Alex and back. 


Scowling and significantly more embarrassed now, Morgan reluctantly let her tug him 
forwards. Because out of all the people who could have come down the drive he was /ucky it 
was only his sister. Oh yeah very lucky... yay me. But he glanced back at Alex even as she 
started to tug him away. Alex still looked entirely lost. “I- Look, P’ll come find you when 
we’re done- Just- just don’t go any where I- I still need to talk to you.” He tried to explain but 
without being able to give him any specifics it came out very disjointed. 


Peony still holding onto him, laughed once only to stifle the rest of her giggles as she pulled 
him back up towards the house. 


“Uh... right.” Alex barely managed as Morgan was just carried off by his sister, who was 
laughing for some reason... And Morgan was very annoyed, but- but not with him... At least 
he was pretty sure, Morgan wasn’t annoyed with him. He hadn’t seemed all that annoyed 
until Peony interrupted. 


And then he grabbed me back... 


I pulled away and he- he grabbed me back. 


But- Wait- Hold on! 


Even though he’d already started up the drive after them, by the time his brain had actually 
caught up with the rest of him, Morgan and Peony were gone. He could find them. It would 
take him a fucking second- hell he could just summon Morgan back but... But Morgan was 
coming back. And then they really could just go like Peony had whispered. It- It was just a 

few pictures, it really couldn’t take that long... right? 


Alex just dragged a hand over his face as he stood in the quiet foyer with all its fancy fall 
decor and groaned to himself as his heart pounded and ached, desperate to know just what 
Morgan had been going to say. 


Peony wasted no time in hauling Morgan through the back hallways of the house trying to get 
them both to the still decorated great hall without getting noticed. But just because they had 
to sneak didn’t mean she wasn’t going to pester her brother. Her very moody and annoyed 
brother. 


“So... That took you long enough~” Peony snickered as they rounded another corner. 
Morgan actually growled at her and she had to cover her mouth to keep from laughing out 
right again. 


“Shut it, Peony.” He ground out as his sister shook with silent giggles. 


“Shut it? Shut it?” She tittered, “The hell, I will! I told you so. I fucking told you so!” She 
wheezed as they took another turn and duck through an open doorway. 


“Peony.” Morgan warned, but she just went on. 
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“Hee~ God your face- You looked so surprised!” She giggled. 


But Morgan just couldn’t take it. He pulled her to a stop and made her turn to look at him in 
the process as he snarled, barely above a whisper. “J said. Shut it.” 


She blinked, startled by his actual anger and not just chagrin, “But Morgan-” 


“No. No- I don’t want to hear it right now.” He muttered jerking his hand through the air to 
cut her off. “You are not going to tease me about being right, when you aren t.” 


“But...” But she had seen them, had seen the way they were standing, how close they were. 
Morgan had had his hand on Alex's front and Alex and been touching his face. That was 
some pretty clear body language. “But you were-” 


“Talking.” He hissed again. “We were talking and you interrupted. So let’s just take these 
damned photos so I can- can go finish that conversation...” He muttered but when he caught 
her shocked and hurt expression, he forced himself to take a slow breath and add, “Please. 
Just drop it.” 


“Before...” She whispered aloud as it clicked, as his anger and agitation clicked. He was still 
caught in that moment, that terrible place of uncertainty and dread and desperate wanting. 
And I interrupted... oops. “That was before , not after. Oh- Oh no . Oh god- Morgan, I am so 
sorry- I just thought you’d already-” 


“Nope.” Morgan muttered interrupting her again as he felt his face heating up all over again. 
Not wanting to look at her or fidget any more than he already was, he just stuffed his hands 
into his pockets and started walking again, but at least she wasn’t teasing him anymore while 
he felt about a raw and tender as a third degree burn. 


“Oh Morgan- I didn’t mean to- I...” She tried to apologize but he just sighed loudly and 
shook his head. And now that she could see him better in the bright lights, she could tell what 
she had taken for embarrassment was actually quiet desperate aching. Especially when he 
finally glanced over at her. 


“It’s... fine.” He finally managed but he didn’t believe it any more than she did, but then the 
great hall was in sight and they could just get this all over with. 


But before they could enter Peony caught his arm. “Morgan, wait-” 


“Come on Peony, let’s just get this done-” 


“No, not that. I was going to tell you-” She began trying to give Morgan the run down she 
was supposed to have been giving him while they walked. But the two people in the empty 
hall heard them and were already coming over to greet them. 


Side by side was the tired looking but genial Dave... and fucking Strider. 


Both men had clearly been expecting them if Dave’s semi-grimace and Strider’s stuffed 
expression were anything to go by. Honestly, Morgan shouldn’t have been surprised. It was 
just like Peony to want a group sibling shot, she just hadn’t mentioned it to him because then 
he’d have said no. God you are just as manipulative as Mom is... 


And that was a particular nasty thought, one that didn’t sit well with him and made him guilty 
for just thinking it. 


But instead of say anything- instead of making excuses the way their mother would have, 
Peony promptly shooed both men away. “No, go away. I hadn’t asked him if he was okay 
with it yet. Go stand across the room or something.” She ordered, even going as far pointing 
back into the great hall. 


Morgan, who had expected Strider to complain or roll his eyes or something, didn’t... and 
Dave just got a more pronounced grimace before he caught Strider by the arm and guided 
him away exactly like his wife ordered. And Peony just who still had his arm, pulled him a 
few paces back and out of eye shot with the room. 


“Sorry- Sorry, again. Damn it.” Peony cursed. “I- I didn’t mean to just- Damn it...” She 
muttered and just started again. “I was going to ask you before we got here, if it’d be okay 
with you if we took a siblings photo- Me with my siblings.” She clarified, “But I got... 
distracted. Oh I am just fucking this all up.” She finally mumbled and very gently pressed her 
hand to her face, trying not to ruin her makeup. 


“Hmmm... Yeah, I’d say you kinda are.” Morgan replied and grinned a little when her head 
popped up to scowl at him. But it did make him feel better, knowing that she was just too 
busy being a gossip rather than intentionally trying to manipulate him. 


“T’m sorry- I’m sorry.” She bemoaned a little. “I’m not trying to be difficult and a pain, I 
swear. I just... ugh.” 


“You just want to have this nice moment with your brothers and you like tormenting me.” 
Morgan supplied helpfully. She just huffed and squirmed in response, hands falling down 
heavily onto her dress. 


“Morgannnn-” She whined and but it only made him smile. “Look... just one photo, please. 
Just one and then I'll kick him out and we can take a bunch more. Strider had wanted to tell 
you something too, with our supervision, but I can just tell him no and he can just do it some 
other time.” 


“He wanted to tell me something with supervision?” Morgan asked warily. 


“Well, he wanted to tell you something, but told him to stay away from you or Alex was 
probably going to throw him through a wall... Dave managed to talk me into say yes but with 
supervision.” Peony explained, sighing. “Why is my wedding becoming a real time training 
course on conflict mediation?” 


“T would apologize but... I’m not actually sorry.” Morgan replied shrugging a little when she 
glanced back up at him. “Nobody’s dead or even moderately wounded. This turned out way 
better than I expected... And you were right about the Alex thing. He absolutely would have 
thrown Strider through a wall... Probably several.” 


Peony grimaced and shook her head, “The fact that you thought today was going to go worse 
genuinely scares me... But, I guess I should count my blessings then.” And they both fell 
silent for a beat, before Peony sighed again. “Should I go tell him to go?” 


Morgan thought about it for a long moment. He still very much wanted to get back to Alex- 
to get back to that conversation and- and everything that he still wanted to say but... But he 
wasn’t anxious about dealing with Strider and he really thought he would be. After 
everything that had happened, after the damn near roller coaster sized ups and downs he’d 
been through today he thought his nerves would be shot, but they weren’t. When Strider had 
just popped out a second ago, Morgan didn’t tense up- he didn’t get hit with a wall of instant 
defensiveness or anger. He just felt... annoyed... And disappointed in Peony for tricking 
him. 


But she hadn’t, she’d just fumbled her plan. And Strider wanted to say something to him. 
Strider had gone to Peony to see if he could say something to him. Morgan wasn’t sure if that 
was just because of the ultimatum Peony had given them or what but... When has other 
people's feelings or wants ever stopped him before? This felt like... something. Like 
something that he should at the very least hear. 


“No.” Morgan finally said. “No, he can stay. And he can tell me whatever this thing he wants 
to say is too.” 


“Are- are you sure?” Peony asked, hands picking at her dress a little. “You don’t have to just 
because I’m asking Morgan. You can say no. I don’t want to push your boundaries on 
this...” 


“T know. But yes, I’m sure. Fuck it.”” Morgan shrugged. “I made my point, said what I needed 
too. If he wants to talk to me then he can but I’m not obligated to put up with him if he pisses 
me off. No, more playing nice. So sure.” 


Peony just looked at her brother, just studied his calm face and relaxed posture. He looked 
tired for sure but Morgan always looked tired. And he was definitely still agitated over... um, 
her interruption but he seemed fine. He didn’t look upset or annoyed or like he was trying to 
put up a front. He looked steady, sure of himself and his decision. And for the first time in a 
long time she was getting the chance to really see a part of her brother she rarely did. It was 
just the two of them, no strangers in a restaurant, no friends nearby, no crimes to hide or 
family drama to ignore. It was just... Morgan. Stubborn, fiercely independent, and immune to 
bullshit. This was the man who could steal a tiara and turn it into a present, who could run a 
team of skilled thieves expertly... This was the person who her parents and brother never got 
to know. 


“Peony?” Morgan asked, as she continued to just stare at him. Then he saw the tears in her 
eyes and he started forward, only for her to meet him in the middle and tug him into a hug. 
“Peony? What is it? What’s wrong?” 


“Nothing.” She whispered and clung to him, pressing her face against his shoulder, makeup 
be damned. “Nothing’s wrong... I just love you so much.” 


“T love you too...” He replied still not sure what brought all this on, but then she was pulling 
away again. Peony caught his hand as she moved and tugged him along with her, still not 
saying anything else, but she pulled him into the great hall with her. 


It was still decorated, but all the food dishes and leftover cake had been cleaned up. Dave and 
Strider were still across the room just like Peony had told them, but they both glanced over as 
they entered. “He said he was okay with it.” She declared as she guided Morgan over to the 
photo wall they had set up but on one really used. It was hard to make yourself take cute 
pictures when a serial mass murdered was sitting across the room, so she couldn’t blame 
them. Still the woodland wreathe and lights had made for very nice decor. 


“Photo first, then you can talk to him.” Peony continued as the men made their way over to 
her. 


“Oh...kay...” Strider said warily, glancing from her to Morgan. 


Morgan for his part just shrugged, “I’m not gonna argue with her, are you?” 


“no.” He said shaking his head, Peony was a force to be reckoned with when she got that 
gleam in her eye and he wasn’t about to deal with all that today. He’d been babysitting their 
mom all evening, he was so done arguing. 


“Okay, good. Then... you take right, I'll go left. Just put your arm around her shoulder and 
I'll put mine around her waist and then we won’t even have to be near each other.” Morgan 
replied nodding to where Peony was standing and fixing her hair and skirts. 


“Works for me, I guess...” He wasn’t exactly used to Morgan just being so brisk with him. It 
wasn’t like cold or mean or anything it was just... impersonal. It made him feel uneasy in a 
way he didn’t know how to put into words, but he did just as Morgan said. 


Dave was the one with the camera and told them to scoot one way or the other, then they each 
just hugged Peony on their side and smiled for the camera. It was strange but went very 
smoothly, even if Strider didn’t really like posing for pictures. 


“There.” Dave said as he lowered his phone and glanced down at the saved shots. He’d taken 
several just in case but... it was a good photo- a great one even. All three of them were 
smiling and clearly looked like they were related. If Dave didn’t know the actually dynamics 
for the trio he would have said they all looked happy. But since he did the best he could say 
was they looked tolerant. Well expect for Peony, she just looked determined. But it was over 
now and both Morgan and Strider instantly moved away from each other, like two magnets 
repelling each other. 


Morgan had stepped over to one of the nearby tables and was taking off his jacket. He and 
Peony would look better with him just in the vest and his sleeves rolled up, more like they 
had been taken later in the night than all at one time. But he could feel Strider watching him, 
seemingly waiting for him. “Yes?” Morgan answered his stare as he took out his cuff links. Jf 
he expects me to give him my full attention then hes just gonna go on waiting. 


“T... I wanted to talk to you.” Strider said after a beat. 


“Then talk, I’m listening.” Morgan replied as he started rolling up his sleeves, he wanted to 
make sure they were neat folds for the photos. 


Strider’s brows furrowed a little and he just glanced over at Peony and Dave. She had moved 
over to her husband to look at the pictures, but when she noticed his look she just nodded to 
Morgan. Not really appreciating her lack of help he turned back to the short man and said, “... 
it’s about the suppressor cuffs.” 


“And?” Morgan sighed rolling his eyes, “What about them?” God, it was easier to get a 
grumpy Alex to talk to him than Strider on a good day. 


“They- they do suck.” Strider finally said and for the first time since he started talking 
Morgan actually paused and looked over at him. He was just staring up at Strider, clearly 
waiting for him to say more. “I- After you had mentioned it last month- Peony had said 
something about it while I was driver her home and I... tested it out. I have a pair and 
figured I could just check to see if you were overreacting or not-” 


“To see if I was lying or not.” Morgan interjected, still just looking up at Strider passively. 


“T- I just didn’t know if it was a real thing or not.” Strider muttered, jamming his hands into 
his pockets. God, it was really starting to unnerve him the way Morgan was just staring at 
him. He wasn’t even being threatening or anything just... apathetic. It was uncomfortable. 
“And it was- A real thing. They suck. Wearing them sucks.” Strider finished but Morgan 
didn’t react- didn’t say anything for several beats. 


When he finally did speak he raised his brows expectantly, “And?” he drawled. “Is that all?” 


Taken aback Strider blinked at Morgan’s words, he repeated, “Yes- I- They sucked.” 


Morgan however just rolled his eyes and looked away. “Well, good for you.” He muttered 
going back to rolling up his sleeves. 


“Wait.” Strider demanded, brows furrowing as Morgan turned away from him again. “This 
was what you were trying to tell me- that I needed pay attention to other people or whatever-” 


“Or whatever.” Morgan muttered before just shaking his head. “What do you want from me, 
Strider? A gold star because you bothered to figure out how your own equipment works?” 
Morgan replied, exasperation dripping from his words. 


“No- I- I did what you said-” Strider insisted again, anger starting to color his words. 


But Morgan turned to him again, interrupting his rant. “No, you did the bare minimum to 
prove to yourself that I’m not a liar.” Morgan sighed and crossed his arms over his chest. 
“Well, you did it. But if this was you trying to apologize with out saying either the words 
‘I’m sorry’ or ‘you were right’, then you’ve failed. I already Anew the suppressor cuffs 
sucked, that wasn’t even my complaint in the first place. What I wanted from you was to look 
at how your behavior effects the people around you. But you clearly haven’t done that. So... 
If that’s all, then I was going to take some pictures with my sister.” 


“-Our sister.’ Strider finally managed bite out as indignation burned in his chest. It clawed at 
him as Morgan just stood there impassively, just waiting for him to leave. It colored his face 
and made his hand start to quiver but just Morgan just continued to look at him, unimpressed. 
He didn’t react in the slightest. 


“Sure.” Morgan muttered, dismissively. Clearly only saying it to humor the other man. “Now 
if you don’t mind.” And he just strolled around Strider. Not by him- not like he was trying to 
bump him out of the way like he usually did. No, he just gave the angry hero a wide birth. 


The second Morgan had his back to Strider, a gust of wind whipped through the room and the 
hero was gone, off to go throw his temper tantrum somewhere else, but that really wasn’t 
Morgan’s problem. So he just continued over to Peony and Dave, smiling as he did. 


“So... time for more pictures?” 


** ER] sewhere** 


Alex with nothing else to do but fucking wait, decided if he was going to be miserable he 
might as well make the heroes miserable with him. He rejoined the party not bothering to 
hide his agitation, lights dimmed as he passed them and candle flames flared up and hissed. 
The music had been turned back on and the party dance lights were going again, but for some 
reason the multicolored bulbs never seemed to turn in his direction. /magine that. 


Not wanting to bother with niceties just now, he snapped and summoned himself a glass of 
wine. This time it was at least a brand and vintage he knew he would like, but it was sort of 
wasted on his poor mood. Which did not go unnoticed by the heroes, no if they thought they 
had been giving him space before, then they were practically giving him half of the enormous 
ballroom now. Which was fine by Alex, it meant he could glower, and pine, in peace. 


But one hero didn’t seem to get the message. Or maybe she’s just to arrogant to think it 
should apply to her... Alex thought at Ellen Smolt openly started making her way towards 
him. A couple of people tried to stop her but none really succeeded and with in short order 
she had stalked across the room towards him. 


Alex could tell the people who had seen her go were all now watching her, and him, and were 
tensed for trouble. If this had been anyone else Alex probably would have rolled his eyes, but 
with so many other Smolts and Sterlings in the room it, their hawk-eyed attention was 
probably warranted. This might become a blood bath if shes not careful. When she finally 
stopped in front of him, back as stiff and straight as the stick up her ass made her, Alex 
couldn’t tell if she was pink in the face from the alcohol she had tonight or her anger. Either 
way it didn’t look good with her mother of the bride outfit. She just looked like a beet. 


But not wanting to give her the satisfaction of making him start this little altercation, Alex 
ignored her, in favor of swirling his wine. She cleared her throat and crossed her arms, so 
Alex finally acknowledged her, “Can I help you...”” He muttered, voice already dangerously 
low, but he knew she could hear every word despite the loud music. 


She lifted her chin defiantly at his words. She had thought that when she’d gotten closer she 
would be able to seem him better but the shadows around him stayed just as dark. He was 
half in silhouette and half in dim colors, but his eyes glowed out at her like something from 
the abyss, even if they weren’t turned on her. Yellow and inhuman and unamused. But she 
didn’t care- couldn’t let her fear get the better of her, she had her children to think of. 


Rob and Strider had prevented her from doing something like this all night but when Morgan 
and Peony and Strider had all disappeared within a handful of minutes of each other Rob had 
gone looking for them. Then the Devourer had stalked back into the room, alone, to go lurk 
in a corner so she knew she had to go speak to him- It was her only chance to. 


“T don’t think you can help anyone.” She replied, voice just as angry as she looked, “But I 
want to know what you did to my children.” 


“And what exactly do you think I did?” Alex questioned her slowly, drawing out the words as 
he swirled his wine again, never once looking her way. 


“T don’t know. But first it was Morgan and now Peony.” She replied, speaking each word 
carefully as her hands shook at her sides. ““You must have done something to them. You 
manipulated them in someway to take your side when I know they never would. You’re a 
monster. And a mindless killer. And my children know better than side with someone like 
you.” She hissed that last word as she tried to keep her voice low, tried to keep her anger 
from snapping out. Her mouth was so tight and thin it was the only part of her face that 
wasn’t flushed with rage. “So you have to have to done something to them- done something 
to turn them against me.” 


Alex contemplated her words for several long moments, before finally looking over at her, 
unblinking from the depths of his own hate. The darkness around him was practically alive 
with it- with his fathomless sea of hatred. He doubted she noticed- doubted she could see the 
shadows on the wall crawling and writhing with it, her gaze was only on him, she couldn’t 
see the big picture. 


Finally he spoke, letting his words carry to the few frightened on lookers who'd had the sense 
to pay attention, all family members, all watching and waiting as though somehow they 
thought they might be able to intervene... What a joke. 


“Has it ever occurred to you that you were the one to drive them away? That I was merely 
the one who found them, abused, abandoned, and rejected?” Alex breathed, pausing to sip as 
his wine while she spluttered, but he did slow time down as she did. He wanted to make sure 
that the rest of this conversation only happened between them. 


Ellen was so caught up in her rage that she didn’t notice the music fading out- didn’t notice 
that the lights stop flashing behind her or how the candle flames all stopped flickering. 
“Why- I- You! You bastard! I would never do something like that! I love my children and I 
have only ever done what was best for them!" 


Alex unaffected by her yelling simply waited for her to be done before snorting. “Bastard? 
Really? Was that the best you could come up with?” He chuckled, and it rumbled low in his 
chest and inside the smooth stone floors of ballroom underneath their feet. “J think the best 
insult I ever got was ‘You vile bloodthirsty heartless hellspawn, you are an unlovable monster 
and you will die alone’. I think he had been going to say more but I accidentally tore out one 
of his lungs before he could finish... A pity, really. He had been on a roll.”’ But Alex shrugged 
and refocused on Ellen. 


“As for you and your ‘love’...” Alex muttered, taking a long pause just to make sure she was 
listening. “Jt has and will si ever be Self-serving, you Stone-hearted Unfeeling BEG] ‘3 
(Bitch) And he let the last word ring out like he shouted it- like he screamed it, but he never 
raised his voice or changed his tone. 


Ellen still flinched anyway, glancing around as his voice echoed around her, only to discover 
that the people behind her were all frozen in place- that the music had long since gone silent. 
She was in every way that mattered alone with the Devourer. 


Her eyes shot back to Alex only for him to be right in front of her and grinning. She leapt 
back, braced for a fight, but it was like her back was already to a wall. There was no where 
for her to go as the darkness closed in around her- as there was nothing but her fear and those 
haunting- horrible eyes. 


But Alex wasn’t done yet, oh no, not by a long shot. Ellen might have never touched Morgan- 
might have never put her hands on him in anger but she could have stopped it- could have 
saved him from the abuse. But she didn’t. She took the side of someone else over her son, she 


picked them over him. She let it happen. He came to her again and again and She. Did. NET 


LG (Nothing) 


“Using the word mother to describe you is an insult to the real mothers through out history. 
To the women who would have died to protect their children- Who would never have reject 
them, no matter who they loved or what their powers were. You are Not a Mother. You are an 
incubator with legs and ideas of grandeur that popped a few kids out to continue your own 


fucking legacy, and nothing more.” Alex hissed, impossibly close to her. He wasn’t 
exactly... corporal right now, but so long as he didn’t let himself spread out too far then she 
probably wouldn’t understand or notice that this wasn’t a ‘power’ he should have. 


“T- I- I-” She stammered pathetically, in capably of managing to get her words out around the 
fear desperately try to claw its way out of her so it could flee even if she couldn’t. 


“Speak.” Alex command and finally her words came tumbling out. 


“T- | would never- I didn’t- You don’t understand- He just needed to be pushed- it wasn’t my 
fault. I loved him- He was my son- My Momo-” She babbled unable to string full sentences 
together, but that was okay because Alex cut her off anyways. 


His hand materialized enough to grab onto her throat and squeeze just tight enough to cut off 


her air but not pop off her head. That really was a fine line when he was this angry. “Call him 
that again and I will rip out your vocal cords. I ais 


“Ay/to you it will be the last thing you 
ever say.” (Swear) 


She could only stare at him, her eyes as wide as saucers with her whites showing all the way 
around, and shake like a leaf being battered around by the heat of a volcano, battered around 
and singed by proximity alone. At this point she really wasn’t Jistening to him any more, and 
if he pushed it any further she was going to actually die of fright... Which he was trying to 
avoid, apparently, so he slither back together. Making himself exist in one singular form 
instead of spread out into something that /iterally should not be able to exist with in the 
confines of this reality. 


It wasn’t that he /iked taking on that form or something, it was more like it was sometimes 
the only shape that could contain his power when he couldn’t keep it in check himself. It was 
technically a fail safe he’d created so he wouldn’t be able to accidentally destroy all of 
existence... Again. And for some reason it always made his tongue and teeth feel weirdy for 
the next minute or two when he took his actual form again. He much preferred having his 
hands and feet and normal sensory inputs anyway. So he focused again, focused on being 
himself and in control and contained. 


He needed to be contained. 


After a moment he blew out a slow controlled breath with his actual lungs and just stared 
down at the woman still held in his grip. Her hands were pulling at his fingers, but even with 
all her super strength it was accomplishing nothing but making her turn purple faster. With an 
exasperated scoff, Alex just let her go. She gasped and staggered back, still shaking and 
stammering. 


““Wha-wha-wha-” She babbled as tears dripped down her face. Her makeup ran, creating deep 
grooves in her aging face. It made her look 30 years older and nearly as insane as she 
sounded. 


“Shit...” Alex muttered aloud, “I may have over done it.” 


With a sigh and an eye roll he snapped his fingers and simply undid his actions. He wiped her 
memory of most of what she had witnessed, leaving only enough behind to make her have 
nightmares and to remember his promise. Then he cleaned her up and returned her back to 
the state she had been in when she had first come over to him, he even stuck her back in the 
same spot. He took his place again, rematerializing what was left of his wine before starting 
time back up again. 


“Why- You-! You- you bastard...”’ She began, but everything felt off- felt wrong . Her heart 
was hammering inside her chest as fear screamed through her mind. And as she stared at 
Alex, stared into those horrible yellow eyes - 


Monster - 


MONSTER- 


MONSTE R- 


She took a step back instinctively every muscle in her body quivering, ready to flee any 
second. 


“How original...’’ Alex muttered, rolling his eyes. “Look... I don t have the time or patience 
to deal with you. So just scurry along back to your little friends, where you all can pretend to 
be safe.” 


Like herd animals sticking together in the face of a predator. Alex thought but didn’t say. He 
was done with this- with her. She would remember what he wanted her to and if that didn’t 
keep her from using that hated nickname... well, then she was going to have to get used to 
going through life without her voice. Make her the voiceless helpless one for a change. 


When he lift his wine glass she flinched back, nearly falling over, but it was enough to make 
her stammer a few times before finally turning tail and fleeing. Alex blew out a slow breath 
and tried to stuff that vast endless hatred back down into its more manageable shape, as well. 
It wasn’t easy- it never was, but the mindless screaming bloodlust was only handy some of 
the time, usually it just got in the way. 


And he wondered not for the first time if other people with psychoses could just... choose not 
to be insane or if that was just a him thing? Regardless, it gave him something else to 
contemplate besides just wishing for Morgan’s return. 


Once Morgan was done taking photos he didn’t go to find Alex first thing. No he instead 
went sprinting up the back stairs, suit jacket thrown over his shoulder as he hurried back to 
the bridal suite. Hardly even pausing at the door, Morgan rushed inside and scooped up the 
metal case from where it had been tucked away. He unlocked it with his thumb and verified 
that the Fife tiara was back inside, before re-locking it and stuffing it into his inventory. Now 
he could go find Alex and- and... and they would figure out what to do next. It didn’t really 
matter to him, he was just so very done with tonight. He’d already hugged Peony and said his 
goodbyes, obligations completed, so he could just do... whatever. 


He was about to leave the bridal suite when a thought occurred to him. He wasn’t actually 
sure if this would work but it would be so much faster then having to go all the way back 
downstairs. So he just cleared his throat a little before he saying into the empty room, “Alex? 
... Hey Alex, can you hear me? ...If you can hear me, just teleport to me.” 


He didn’t really yell it exactly so much as just said it a little louder than normal. He’d always 
wondered if this would work- if Alex really was listening for his name. When nothing 
immediately happened he tried again, not quite giving up hope yet, “Is this like a beetlejuice 
thing? Alex, Alex, Al-” But he didn’t manage to finish saying the third repetition of his 
friends name before the villain in question materialized right in front of him. 


“ex!” Morgan yelped and leapt back, his hand automatically moving to cover his heart, but 
he was already laughing before he’d even started trying to catch his breath. “Okay- Oh-kay, 
so it is a beetlejuice thing, ha-!” 


“What-? Wait, are you okay? Are you hurt?” Alex demanded he hadn’t expected to just hear 
Morgan calling his name and he just teleported over as quickly as he could. Now out of the 
loud music and flashing lights, the dim moonlight coming in through the window and fairy 
lights no one had bothered to turn off were a welcome change. 


“Phew- yes. Yes, I’m fine. Sorry.” Morgan laughed as his heart started climbing down out of 
his throat. “I just- didn’t want to go all the way back downstairs to find you.” 


“Oh... okay.” Alex replied still just watching Morgan, he’d rolled up his sleeves and had his 
suit jacket in one hand, but other than that he looked the same as when Alex’d last seen him. 


But Alex still didn’t relax. He just swallowed and stood there starting at Morgan... waiting. 
He wasn’t sure what to do. Wasn’t sure if he should mention earlier, or just suggest they go 
or... what. But then Morgan didn’t say anything else either. 


He just looked at Alex. 


And Alex just looked back. 


And it was very quiet. 


And no one said anything and- 


“But now that you’re-” 


“T wanted to ask you-” 


They both started at the same time. One still pretending to be more amused than nervous and 
the other just a few rungs below frantic. 


Alex swallowed and said, “Uh- You first...” 


But Morgan wasn’t really interesting in what he was going to say, he’d just been nervously 
babbling trying to fill the quiet before Alex realized his galloping heart was starting to race 
for a different reason. “No, um, you go ahead... You wanted to ask me?” 


Trapped by his own pathetic pining, Alex tried to play off his discomposure as just tiredness 
but he was pretty sure Morgan wasn’t buying it. “I- Oh... I, you know, I just was wondering, 
um... Well, what e/se you wanted to... talk about?” 


“Oh... right. That.” Morgan replied, pulling at his jacket a little, hands far too fidgety. Alex 
had stuffed his into his pockets and Morgan very much wished he could to the same. He 
knew what he wanted to say. He had know for months but the words were getting all tangled 
in his head again. It was like just trying to think about how to say them was going to send 
him into cardiac arrest. Especially now, especially with Alex just watching him so intently- 
so keenly. He wanted to hear this- hear whatever Morgan had been going to say. 


But instead of trying to fight with those words- instead of putting it all on the line and hoping 
he was right about this... He had come up with a plan... kind of. It was more like a- a test, a 

toe into the water to make sure he wasn’t about to do something irreparable. Had he come up 
with this plan on the plane less than 24 hours ago? Yes. Did he think he was going to have to 
use it so soon? Absolutely not, but if he didn’t say something right now then he never would. 
And I’m not a coward, right? ...Right. 


“Yeah... that.” Alex echoed as Morgan looked anywhere but at him. It wasn’t very often 
Alex ever saw Morgan looking so openly nervous. He was basically wringing his hands in his 


jacket and he seemed like maybe he was hoping lightning was going to strike him dead. It 
didn’t, but Alex still felt like maybe he should say something... 


“T- Look, you don’t have to- We can just do this later-” Alex began even though he every 
much did not want to ‘do this later’. Later could go die in a whole for all he cared. Now was 
of the utmost importance. 


And Morgan seemed to agree with him, blurting out, ““No-!” And interrupting Alex as his 
eyes finally came back to his only to flick away just as quickly, but now he was grimacing. 


“No...” Morgan repeated a little more quietly, sighing as he scrubbed at his face. “With our 
luck later would come sometime after the heat death of the universe...” 


Alex would have laughed if it wasn’t so painfully true, but he only shot Morgan a pained 
smile and waited. Hands firmly in his pockets so he didn’t just grab Morgan and start shaking 
answers out of him. But he wasn’t going to do that. No, he was going to wait... because he 
already knew he was too much of a coward to do this- to say what he wanted to say... So he 
would just give Morgan the time he needed. Even if it fucking kills me in the process... 


“Right, um... So...” Morgan started. And then stopped before taking a breath and starting 
again. 


“Tt’s about- Well, no really I- So you see, I-” Morgan tried again and again, frantically trying 
to figure out how to say this- how to lead into this the right way. He wanted to explain- to be 
clear about what he wanted and to make sure Alex knew there would be no hard feelings if he 
said no... which was a lie, but still. Morgan would rather be crushed than lose Alex. 


But he wasn’t saying any of this to Alex, no. He was looking at the floor, not at Alex. And as 
he stammered and started over again he just- He was so done with it. With trying to make it 
perfect to say this the right way. He was a walking disaster most days and Alex had stuck 
around this far, to hell with flowery words and perfect lines and all that other crap. It wasn’t 
want he wanted from this anyway. He just... wanted Alex. Just Morgan did, not any other 
dolled up, fancy, caricature of himself. 


He wanted Alex to want him, the real him. All the bad, weird, strange, manic, sad parts of 
him. The parts Alex already knew about. And he was still standing here. 


“Hold on a second.” He muttered finally and turned away, leaving Alex just staring after 
him. 


Morgan turned to the little table by the vanity Peony had been sitting at earlier and he tossed 
his jacket down. Then he tugged off the stupid tie and undid the first few buttons of his shirt. 
The cool air on his throat helped him far more than he’d expected. The shirt wasn’t 
uncomfortable, but it also wasn’t him and if nothing else, today had been a good reminded 
about how much presentation mattered. And this suit and the jewelry? It just wasn’t... him. 
So he took off the watch and vest and took out all the diamond studs, leaving just the gold 
ones behind. Then he tugged off the very nice leather belt and just added it to the pile of stuff, 
before untucking his shirt. Finally he took one more look at himself in the mirror and then 
purposefully messed his hair up again. Happy with his now rumpled, half ready, like “he’d 
slept in his party clothes’ appearance, he finally turned back to Alex. 


Alex, who had just been watching him do all of this... and could not for the life of him figure 
out what the hell Morgan was doing. But he was grinning again when he turned back to Alex 
and his grin even stayed as he met Alex’s eyes. “...Better?” He asked after a moment. 


“Yes, so much fucking better.” Morgan sighed in happy relief as he came to a stop in front of 
his best friend again. But in front of him now, not a few steps back, not looking everywhere 
else. No, just standing in front of one of the most important people in his life, just like he had 
done thousands of times. Morgan, a rumpled mess, and Alex, completely put together and 
razor sharp. 


And it was finally right. 


God, it only took me long enough. 


[But he took one more deep breath and just started. “I’m not very good at this.”” Morgan 
finally chuckled, as honest as he could get. 


“*Not... very good at what?* You’re just... standing there?” Alex asked, even less sure of 
where Morgan was going with this than before, but... he was starting to feel like maybe this 
wasn t the conversation he thought it was going to be- That this was something else- that 
Morgan wasn’t going to... Be on the same page as him. 


And then the next words out of Morgan’s mouth proved him to completely and utterly wrong. 


“Pining.” Morgan answered on a breathless laugh, “It’s just not working out for me.” 


“*P_pining?*” Alex repeated, eyes widening. And Morgan just smirked up at him, smirked 
like he knew something Alex didn’t. “You’re- you’re pining after someone?” God, Alex 
wished he could just sound normal right now. 


“Yeah,” He chuckled, “Yeah, I have been *for months*. And *I’ll be honest*... I can’t 
*fucking* stand it.”” Morgan snorted because it was the fucking truth. He couldn’t stand it. 
The sleepless nights, the wondering, the daydreaming, the random doodles of Alex’s name in 
his fucking margins. Uck. It was just- it was damn near all he could think about. So he asked. 
He asked the thing that he had wanted to for ages. 


“So do you want to go out with me?” 


Then he added, “Like, romantically?” Just to make absolutely sure Alex understood what he 
was asking since fucking miscommunication and misunderstandings were apparently their 
norm, before just holding his breath. This was it, sink of swim. Yes or no. Unrequited or 
requited. Welp, this still sucks- Oh boy, this sucks so bad. 


Alex opened his mouth. Then he closed it. Then he blinked several times. Despite wanting 
this- despite hoping for this- despite imagining this exact thing, it still caught him off guard. 
“What?” 


Okay, so Morgan’d sort of been hoping for a- a different answer and a little less wide-eyed 
shock but he pressed on anyway, repeating the question. “Do you want to go out with me, 
romantically?” 


It took Alex significantly less time to answer this time, even if he still felt nearly too stunned 
to think. “Yeah... yeah, I do.” He breathed, still just staring at Morgan. He had wanted this- 
well something like this to happen for ages and now it just... did. Just like that. Just. 


There. 


Done. 


They were dating. 


Son of a bitch... Why did this take so damned long?! 


And then was Morgan just beaming. His whole face lit up with joy and relief and- 


“Cool.” He whispered more on accident then on purpose. But now the exhausted semi- 
hysterical giggles were making themselves known and his just shook his head and rubbed at 
his face, giggling tiredly to himself. ] 


Alex, still very much unsure what the hell to do now, just watched as Morgan panic laughed 
his way through the absolutely overwhelming amount of relief that just crashed over him. 
And honestly Alex couldn’t agree more. He just pressed his own hand against his face and 
eyes until he saw the little flashes of color behind his lids, sighing /oudly instead of 
snickering. 


Morgan snorted and glanced over at Alex, who was now peering at him from between his 
fingers. “So... how does Friday sound?" 


“Friday?” Alex echoed, hand falling away from his face. He was pretty sure he was smiling 
at least a little, but he might also just be going into shock, it was hard to tell. 


“For a date.” Morgan clarified, “I know we live together but I figured it’d still be nice to like- 
actually plan something.” 


“Yeah, no... that- that makes sense. Yeah, Friday works.” Alex agreed, but then Morgan was 
puffing out another sigh of relief and started turning back toward the table he’d left all his 
stuff on as he replied- started turning away. 


“Cool cool cool... God-” Morgan chuckled tiredly, “I am so ready to-” 


“No, wait-!” Alex half shouted, the words already tumbling out of his mouth as he moved. 
He wasn’t done yet- No- He- There was so much more to this- so much more that needed to 
be said- that he needed to say. But he also didn’t know if he could- If- if he could get the 
words out right. So accidentally taking a page out of Morgan’s book here, he just didn’t. He 
didn’t say it, not when he knew it would just come out stammered and disjointed and might 
be misunderstood. So he just acted instead. 


When his... Best friend? Boyfriend? Partner? Yeah, when his partner turned back to him, 
Alex just acted. He had been waiting to do this- to try this again since April. Since fucking 
April. He had had months to think and wonder and dream and crave. Months to ache for this- 
Months to contemplate every single fucking chance he’d missed since then. There had been 
dozens of times, before and after that evening in April. 


So Alex jerked forward, hand shooting out to catch the front of Morgan's shirt and when his 
fingers latched, he just tugged the short man back towards him. He ducked his head down 
and just kissed him. 


Morgan’s eyes shot wide with surprise for a half a second before his slid closed too. Alex had 
meant for this to be a quick kiss- to just be a brush of lips and that was all. Morgan could tell, 
he could tell because Alex was already starting to pull away before Morgan had had much of 
a chance to respond. So Morgan didn’t /et him pull away. He lifted his hands, both tangling in 
Alex’s gorgeous perfect ridiculous blonde hair. He surged up against Alex, pull himself up 
against the taller villain as he tried to get as close to Alex as possible. He gripped tightly onto 
Alex, fingers tugged ever so slightly. 


And Alex moaned. 


And God- god that moan sent heat spiking though his body with every pulse of his 
hammering heart. And then Alex was grabbing at him too. 


Ha! I knew it. Was the last really coherent thing Morgan remembered thinking after that. 


Because here were the goddamned fireworks. Here was the heat and the need and the in the 
bone burning aching lust. The second Morgan pressed his mouth firmly back against Alex’s 
retreating one, it was like every scrap of control and restraint and reservation evaporated. 
They were burned away by the desperate wanting. It felt like a fire in Alex’s veins, but it 
wasn’t the kind he was immune to. No, this was hot and demanding and unquenchable. And 
he wanted it. He wanted it so bad he almost couldn’t stand it. 


Alex grabbed Morgan, his hand sliding down his chest to join his other at Morgan’s waist. 
Fingers digging in as he pulled him in tight against him. Then his hands snaked around his to 
back, to keep him there. To finally have Morgan pressed tightly against him. Fingers and 
claws pressing against his back as he tried to drag Morgan up- to pull him closer- god- as 
close as he could get him. Their bodies were flush against each other, finally with lust and 
desire the reason, not the unintended consequence of this kind of closeness. 


And Morgan for his part wasn’t flagging in the desperation part either. He groaned against 
Alex’s mouth when he felt him- felt his teeth and fangs- God his fucking fangs- pull at his lip 
a little and Alex took his parting lips as the invitation it was. He deepened the kiss and 
Morgan tugged on Alex hair, fingers tightening, as he did. And again the groan Alex made- 
God, it shot heat down deep into his belly. 


He felt it- felt that groan as much as heard it. Felt it against his chest the same way he could 
feel Alex’s aching keening need as his hands roamed. A need that made him wish he’d taken 
off more of his clothes before this. Morgan could barely think- desperate for more. He was 
dizzy with lust and hunger and the frantic ache that never wanted this it to end. It was years- 
years of wondering and wanting and craving all suddenly uncorked at once and Morgan 
didn’t know if hes was going to survive it. But he sure as hell wasn’t going to stop until either 
he or Alex were dead, or both. And both definitely was on the table given just who he was 
kissing like it was the last thing he was ever going to do. 


Alex let his hands roam over Morgan’s body, nails dragging as he did. He touched Morgan 
the way he had wanted to for so long- the way he had dreamed about- the way he had 
imagined. And he explored Morgan’s mouth, tasting and savoring and claiming. He kissed 
Morgan with every ounce of desire and hunger he had for the shorter villain. And for 
Morgan, that pool was endless. He had wanted Morgan- wanted to kiss him- to hold him- to 
touch him like this for so Jong that now that he was, he couldn’t think about anything else. 
This was it- just this. 


Just the way Morgan tried to pull himself in closer, the way his nails scrapped over his scalp, 
the way he could feel Morgan quivering and keening. The way his lust mixed with Alex’s and 
created this burning dizzying insatiable feedback loop, that left everything hazy and fuzzy 
and blurred- 


...the way he could feel Morgan’s mind starting to go a little fuzzy from lack of oxygen. 


Alex pulled back suddenly, ending the kiss abruptly and then and only then did Morgan try to 
suck in a huge- gasping breath. The idiot. 


“Fuck-” Alex swore breathless, but not really. He hadn’t meant to do that. He just- he didn’t 
need to breath and he sort of forgot Morgan did. And so did he apparently. Alex realized as 
the shorter man just clung to him giggling and panting. 


Morgan unfazed and thoroughly pleased, just snickered breathlessly as he made a point to 
keep his arms tightly around Alex, as he feet dangled just a bit. He didn’t want to fall. He had 
just thought he was feeling dizzy and weightless from needed to breathe but not bothering to- 
that his toes just hadn't been touching the ground because Alex had hoisted him up. But as it 
turned out it was because he and Alex were floating. He didn’t care in the slightest, Alex was 
still holding onto him like he never wanted to let go so Morgan wasn't at risk of falling... but 
pointing it out to Alex seemed like the polite thing to do. “... well... damn~ ” He panted 
merrily, “Talk about- knocking- your socks off~” 


“What?” Alex breathed, still just holding Morgan close even though his partner had just let 
his head fall back so he could taken in more air. His grin, however was still visible, and was 
decidedly pleased. 


Grinning like a cat with a canary, Morgan rolled his head back forwards and hummed, 
“We're floating.” His face just a few inches from Alex’s and like this, Alex's powers active 
and flaring, he could see all the variation in hue and patterning it created in Alex’s gorgeous 
eyes. From the oranges around the now wide diamond shaped pupils to the flecks of metallic 
looking gold at the outer edges. They damn near glittered in the dark, sparkling and 
shimmering with power. Dragon eyes, not cat. “Fuck that’s so hot...” He muttered aloud, 
having a filter for how he felt about Alex’s appearance seemed unbelievably pointless just 
now. 


“T’m- Sorry- We’re what?” Alex blinked, not used to Morgan whispering about how hot he 
was two inches from his face, it took him a second to actually look around. “Hell-” He swore 
again as he realized not only was Morgan right, about half the room was hovering with them. 
All just floating about in a baby orbit around them. It was frankly ridiculous. And 
embarrassing. Alex jerked his head a bit and lowered both them and the random assortment 
of floating furniture, decorations, and wedding debris back to the ground, completely 
haphazardly. Nothing was where it had originally been and Alex couldn't give a single fuck 
about it. “Sorry...” He finally mumbled. 


“Don’t be~” Morgan teased as they touched back down, “It’s very flattering.” 


“Ha- right...” Alex muttered, but even though they were on the ground now, Morgan still 
didn’t pull back. No, he just started gently running his fingers up through his hair again or 
lightly brushing his short nails over the nape of his neck, thoroughly messing up both his hair 
and his ability to talk. 


“So... are you free this Monday instead?” Morgan asked, voice more of a low rumble now, as 
Alex kept glancing from his eyes down to his mouth and back. Talk about flattering... 


“Hmm?” He barely managed, between Morgan petting, his low voice, and his pleased little 
smirk, Alex was having a very hard time focusing. His hands had already begun to wander 
again, one was already sliding down over the small of Morgan’s back to rest over his well 
toned ass. One that was constantly hidden under baggy jeans, but was now expertly 
accentuated by masterful tailoring. 


“Monday.” Morgan repeated, as Alex's hands found all kinds of new places to touch. “For the 
date. I think I can make that work, can you?” 


“Yeah... That's fine.” Alex whispered not really paying attention to Morgan's words as he 
leaned in again, nearly brushing his mouth over Morgan’s again. “J’m just gonna...” 


And then Morgan tipped his head up enough again so Alex could catch his mouth for another 
searing kiss. Morgan would have laughed at how easy it was to pull Alex back in for another 
kiss, expect Alex was now the one doing the pulling- or rather, lifting. He wasted no time 
now, hoisting Morgan up effortlessly, spinning, and then setting him down on the nearest 
table. All without breaking the steamy kiss. He knocked something to the floor with a thump 
but Morgan was much too involved in dragging Alex closer to care. 


This didn’t feel real, not as Morgan spread his legs so Alex could stand between them. Not as 
he felt Morgan’s knees closing tight against his hips. Not as he dragged his hands up and 
down the outside of Morgan’s thighs. But it was. It was very real. Because no fantasy had 
ever been this good. No fantasy had included details like how he felt surrounded by Morgan's 
smell and touch, or how he could hear Morgan’s heart beating along nearly has fast as his. No 
fantasy had included how he could feel Morgan’s belly quiver under his thumbs when he took 
hold of his hips again and dragged him in closer- when he just left him barely sitting on the 
table, hips pressed tightly together. And no fantasy had ever managed to come close to the 
way he sounded. 


Alex, not wanting to accidentally suffocate Morgan again, broke the kiss but he didn’t pull 
away. No, he kissed his way along Morgan’s jaw as his breaths panted hotly against his ear. 
Alex was pretty sure he had been going to say something from they way he’d sucked in a 
breath. But then Alex had moved down- had forced Morgan to tilt his head back as he fought 
with the button’s on Alex’s vest. He ran his lips over Morgan’s throat and he fe/t his breath 
catch. The grin that spread across his face as Morgan went still- the way his hands suddenly 
tightened on Alex. One gathering a fistful of his hair and the other wrapping around the top 
of his vest, as he scraped his teeth over Morgan’s pulse. 


“Al-eeex-!” 


He’d gasped Alex’s name as much as he moaned it and it had been entirely involuntary. Heat 
rushed to his face, but the second he had moaned, he felt Alex’s fingers suddenly tighten 
along his hips hard enough to bruise. God he hoped it bruised. Just like he hoped Alex would 
stop teasing and just- He felt his fangs scrape every so lightly against this neck again, but 
lower now, more along a his shoulder and he squirmed, trying to be quiet and not embarrass 
himself again. Or he would have if Alex wasn’t holding him fucking still, it was next to 


impossible to be made to sit still and quiet as Alex teased him like this. It was wholly unfair- 
unfair that every inch of Alex was his type or preference in someway or another. That he had 
caught himself wondering /ong before he'd ever met Alex what it would feel like to have his 
teeth and fangs press down against his skin. It wasn’t fair that he had never stopped 
wondering that- imagining that. And here was Alex fucking teasing him with it- with the 
answer to that question. It was just exactly like Alex too. Just tormenting him with the idea of 
pleasure only to not give it. But Morgan knew how to play that game too, and the second he 
got the chance he was going to show Alex what it felt like to be on the receiving end of 
teasing like this. 


But even as Alex pressed a kiss over the spot instead of his teeth and Morgan had to hold in 
his next desperate whine, he it only now occurred to him this might be a bad idea. Not the 
making out with Alex part, that was probably the best decision he’d ever made in his whole 
life, but the making out and well... foreplay, more so if Alex wasn’t still holding him in 
fucking place, while in some A-tier hero’s manor that was also still full of other A-tier heroes 
part. That part probably wasn’t smart. And at this rate, they were going to get caught in the 
middle of something much worse than just making eyes at each this time. So even though 
he’d just managed to get the last button on Alex's vest open, instead of starting on his tie, 
Morgan just pressed the hand not tangled in Alex’s hair flat against his chest and pushed back 
a little. 


But Alex didn’t budge. 


It was one of those times where Morgan was reminded Alex /et him push the him around. But 
he did hum against Morgan’s skin, in acknowledgement of the touch. 


“Alex-”” Morgan repeated much breathier than he’d intended so he cleared his throat and tried 
again. “Alex... hold on a minute.” 


“Why~ ” He all but purred against Morgan’s throat, his nose brushing along his skin as one 
hand came up to start undoing buttons so he’d have more room. He was going to use his 
mouth to explore every inch of Morgan... 


It was a very good question and Morgan was struggling to remember the answer to it as Alex 
let his teeth just ghost over Morgan’s collar bone. “Be-because... fuck- I had a reason...” 
And Alex, the bastard, chuckled while he floundered through the haze of lust. “Shut up. You- 
you try thinking when I do this to you-” 


“Pass.” Alex snickered, that was one test he knew he’d fail at every time, but he did 
reluctantly pull back and admired his handiwork. Morgan was flushed and panting and his 
pupils were enormous. He was also still holding onto Alex and it took him a second to 
untangle his finger’s from Alex’s hair so he could straighten. Well, he was more like looming 
now. The table helped put them at the same height but Morgan was still very much the 
trapped party here as Alex put both his hands on either side of his hips and leaned into his 
space. 


“Yes?” He finally asked, voice a low rumbled, only a few inches away from Morgan. And 
smirked when Morgan just stared at him for a beat, dazed. 


With one hand on his shoulder and the other just pressed against his chest Morgan just stared 
at Alex for a second. He looked sexy and mussed and... was also breathing hard. His slitted 
pupils were wide and a flush was starting to crawl up his neck. And Morgan was fairly 
certain that all his slowly sinful control was a fragile as glass. That with a the right words and 
touches he could have Alex moaning as loudly as he was. No... louder. He’d be louder. 
Morgan had to suppress a shiver as Alex glanced from his eyes back to his mouth. 


And as much as he wanted that- want this. Wanted to show Alex just how quickly these 
tables could be turned, he needed to make something clear first. Needed to make sure they 
were on the same page first. But he was also not functioning any where close to full brain 
power, too much blood was... elsewhere. So he just blurted out, “I want to date you.” 


Alex, caught off guard, let out a surprised laugh. ““Yeah- yeah I’d figured that out-!” He 
snickered pulling back a little further now. 


But Morgan just shook his head and grimaced. “Wait- no. Hold on, not what I meant.” And 
he just closed his eyes for a beat, just took a breath and tried to focus. When he opened them 
again, Alex was still leaning over him but he looked less amused now. “I mean, I- I don’t just 
want this-” And Morgan gestured between them, both very rumpled and aroused. “I want, 
like- like an actual relationship... Are you- Does that... work for you?” 


Alex was going to snort, in fact he would have if he hadn’t seen the seriousness on Morgan’s 
face, if he hadn’t seen the hesitation... if he hadn’t been thinking to /ook for it because of 
something an obnoxious professor had said to him weeks ago. And the smug son of a bitch 


had been right too, damn it. So Alex didn’t snort, he didn’t laugh, he just nodded. He held 
Morgan’s gaze and nodded as he said, “Yes, it does... Morgan, I want that to. A 
relationship.” 


Something unwound from around Morgan’s heart, something he hadn’t known was there. 
That fear- that deep seeded worry that Alex wasn’t interested in the long haul eased up. It- it 
wasn’t gone, no it was hooked in too deep with his abandonment issues to let go all the way 
but it wasn’t so tight now... And for some reason that scared him more. It made him babble 
instead, made him laugh and swallow and try not to panic. “G-good, ha! I was just- I just 
wanted to make sure, you know. And- And if you change your mind or of something- If it’s 
not working out just tell me, yeah? We’re still best friends and all that.” 


Alex felt the panic, he was still standing between Morgan’s legs, still pressed up against him, 
there was no way he wasn’t going to feel it. To feel that quick kick of fear and the immediate 
attempt to downplay how he was feeling. So Alex tried to reassure him, “Yes, we are. But 
I’m not going to change my mind, Morgan.” 


“Sure- yeah, I know. But if you do, it’s cool.” Morgan replied shrugged as the panic just 
scrambled his thoughts. He was trying to keep eye contact but he couldn’t- his heart was 
picking up speed again but this time it made him want to grimace, not squirm, as this all was 
becoming less fun. It went real on him somehow and now there were consequences again and 
that wasn't helping him focus any better. 


“But I’m not going to.” Alex repeated, he was trying to keep Morgan’s attention but his 
partner wasn’t looking at him. He was looking off to the side, his hands falling away from 
Alex so he could lean back on them. He was trying to act causal, but Alex could see right 
through it, it was barely up to Morgan’s usual poker face standards. Which was alarming... 
Whatever this was it had clearly blindsided Morgan too. 


“Yeah, no. I know. I do.” He echoed, “But in case... It’s- it’s fine. Forget I said anything. We 
both want a relationship that’s the part that matters.” And he shrugged a little before smiling- 
before forcing himself to smile and pretend it was fine. Because it was, nothing was wrong 
right now. He was just- was just fishing for trouble. 


“Tt’s certainly a part that matters,” Alex allowed, but his brows drew down as he frowned at 
Morgan, “‘-but so is you believing me when I say that I’m not going to change my mind about 
being in a relationship with you.” 


“T do believe you, Alex.” And Morgan glanced back at him, caught his frown and- and he 
tried harder to be okay. To be fine. To not ruin this before they’d even managed to go ona 
single date because he was being stupid for wanting more before they’d so much as tried 
taking the next step. “But people change- things change and I just don’t want to- I don’t want 
for us to not be okay if they do.” 


Which was reasonable. It was a reasonable thing to ask- to clarify, and if Alex thought that 
was all that this was he probably would have let it go, but it wasn t. Being reasonable didn’t 
make you panic, at least not in Alex’s experience. “Yeah things do change, but you’re not 
listening to me Morgan. I know I’m not going to change my mind about this.” 


“You know now-” Morgan began but Alex was just as frustrated as Morgan was desperate, so 
he cut of the D-tier villain. 


“Morgan, I’m being serious-” He interrupted, trying to just get Morgan to listen to him, to see 
him. To see what he meant. 


“T know that Alex I do, but you can’t guarantee-” Morgan argued. God he didn’t know why 
he was arguing- why he was babbling and not just shutting up and letting this go but he 
couldn’t. He just couldn’t let it go until Alex said that he would try to stay friends when this 
fell apart... if- if this falls apart. 


1? 


“That’s what I’m saying, Morgan!” Alex insisted, pulling away a little as annoyance had him 
dragging a hand through his hair. “I can guarantee it-” 


“Alex, I know you’re you and all that but you really can’t-” Morgan snapped back as the 
anxiety started to make his stomach hurt- it was making his lungs burn with it. He was 
already fucking his up- they could even make it 10 whole minutes without him fucking it up- 


Alex fed up with it- with Morgan’s denials- with his refusal to just listen to him, had him 
snapping out the first think that came to his mind without running it through a filter first. 


2 


“Damnit, Morgan! Yes, I can because I’m fucking in love with you 


A: Shit. 


M: He loves me... 


A: Oh... 


M: He- He loves me? 


A: Oh shit. 


M: OA my god- Oh god- 


66 oh " 


Well, it had the effect Alex wanted... Morgan stopped arguing. But his eyes also popped 
wide with utter shock and now he just was gaping up at Alex, stunned silent. 


But Alex had managed to stun himself silent too. So now he just stared at Morgan and 
Morgan stared back at him. Neither one knowing what the hell do do next. 


Morgan however had managed to collect himself first. He took a breath, he starting to speak- 
to respond to Alex's declaration. But that was enough to spur Alex into panicked action. 


He lurched forward and covered Morgan’s mouth with his hand. “No- no- wait. Don’t say 
anything. Just- just shut up for a second so I can figure out what to say- how to say it better 
than that.” He babbled, before added, “And don’t fucking bite me. Just wait.” 


Morgan scowled out from underneath his partner’s hand, brows clearly drawn down, but he 
only crossed his arms and did as Alex asked, in no position to really escape the S-tier villain. 


Alex, however dragged his free hand through his hair as he tried to figure out how to say 
what he wanted to say better than that for fuck’s sake. All this time- all this time he’d had to 
wonder and think and pine about how he might tell Morgan this and that was how he spilled 
the beans? Seriously?! 


Later if someone asked he’d say he just hadn’t been thinking because he was so in love, but 
truthfully being this aroused and annoyed and attracted to the person he was arguing with 
hadn’t really left him with all that much brain power to work with. But he tried his best with 
what he had. 


“T- I didn’t mean to say it like that...” Alex muttered after what felt like an eternity to 
Morgan. “But I... I do love you, Morgan and- and I have for awhile.” 


Awhile? How long is awhile? Since last christmas? Before that? Sooner? 


But Alex sighed and continued actually looking up at Morgan now, “And I know- trust me, I 
do, | know I should have said something before now, but I- I... I was afraid to. Afraid that I 
was going to push you into something you didn’t want. And because I’m me, I- I didn’t want 
to put you in a situation where you couldn’t say no to me.” He went on. 


Bitch please. When has our power difference ever stopped me from tell you no? 
Motherfucker, you’re just shy! 


“But I...” And he brew out another breath, trying to make sure he was saying this right, “I do 
want to be in a relationship with you. A real one, Morgan. A serious one, with- with promises 
and- and commitments and... and a future.” Alex whispered that last part as he just held 
Morgan’s gaze. Used to reading Morgan’s expression while only seeing the upper half of his 
face because of Morgan’s mask, Alex could tell Morgan was at least /istening to him now. 
His face had relaxed, his eyes were softer now, so much more emotion in them now than 
before. And god he hoped it was a good thing, too much was going on inside his own mind to 
even start to sort out which emotions were his and which were Morgan’s. 


I want that- God- god, Alex, I want that too- I want this. I- I- 


“So- so you’re right... people do change. I have changed so much since we first met and so 
have you but- but I want to change with you, Morgan. I want to- to stay with you and- and 
talk through things and try to do better next time. I want to make mistakes and fix them and I 
want you to do the same- I- I want you. To be with you... and to fall in love with those new 
parts of you as I do...” Alex breathed, his voice was so low towards the end, and he realized 
this was how Morgan had felt outside. Stunned and breathless and raw and sincere. It was 
terrifying, no wonder Morgan had seemed so distressed. 


But Morgan just sat there, stunned all over again. Hands just still in his lap as Alex just... just 
handed him his heart. And he could say anything- couldn’t do anything. He couldn’t tell Alex 
that he wanted it- that he would cherish it and hold it close. And he couldn’t tell Alex that he 
had his... No- No, fuck that- Fuck that- And he lifted his hands to Alex’s and started trying to 
pull it away. 


“No- No, wait. I’m not done yet.” Alex said on a huff as he effortlessly resisted Morgan’s 
attempts to free himself from his forced silence. 


Now it was Morgan who was huffing, throwing his hands up and letting them slap down 
against his legs before crossing his arms again. 


“Tough shit.” Alex muttered. “I get to say my piece without your commentary, so just deal 
with it.” Morgan only scowled back up at him more fiercely but Alex ignored him in favor of 
continuing. “But- but all of that is to say... I do love you. And I do want to date you... But... 
But I know I’m starting out in a different place than you. That I’m... more emotionally 
invested already so if I- if I push and you aren’t there- or aren’t ready, I want you to tell me. 
Please, Morgan I-” Alex had been going to say more- and been going to explain what he 
meant by pushing but something warm and wet brushed against his hand and he was jerking 
it way from Morgan’s face before he realized what it was. 


“Did you just dick me?!” Alex demanded. 


“Yes!” Morgan snapped back, “And I didn’t bite you this time! Now would you just-” 


“No- No! I wasn’t done yet-” Alex growled but again the rest of what he was going to say 
was abruptly cut off by Morgan. 


“Oh for fucks sake-” He cursed as he reached up, took a hold of Alex’s tie and yanked the S- 
tier villain down for a kiss. 


Alex used to letting Morgan tug him around went reflexively and was very surprised to find 
Morgan kissing him. But it wasn’t some quick kiss, it was hot and slow and deep. Morgan 
pulled himself up off the table and Alex found his hands automatically drifting to their new 
favorite spot on Morgan’s waist so he could hold the shorter villain up. And again one of his 
hands found it’s way up to his face, Morgan cupped his cheek gently- tenderly. It was a slow 
kiss, one that burned low and hot and simmered in the blood, so much differently to the 
others they 'd just shared. Alex felt Morgan brush his fingers lightly over his cheek and felt 
water cooling against his too warm skin. 


And then Morgan was pulling back again, he sighed against Alex’s lips as he pulled away. 
His fingers loosened his grip on Alex’s tie, but his other hand stayed on Alex’s face, as they 
both just breathed. Alex kept his hands on Morgan- kept him close, stayed leaning down with 
him so they could be in each other’s space. 


Morgan smiled crookedly, up at Alex and chuckled, “I had always wondered if that would 
shut you up... Asked and answered...” 


“Yeah...” Alex murmured. He didn’t know what that meant- what a kiss like that meant but it 
felt like a good sign. “I-” And he had to swallow before continuing, “I take it then... that this 
isn’t a problem for you then?” 


“No, Alex...”” Morgan hummed, “It’s really not... And would you like to know why?” He 
asked, fingers just lightly caressing his cheek as Alex searched his face. 


“... why?” He whispered, almost too afraid to speak any louder or it might break whatever 
spell they were both under- that it might drag him back to reality where hope was fleeting and 
sometimes what you wanted most would never happen. So he just held his breath- and 
hoped... hoped that this was real. 


“Because... you're not the only one who should have said something sooner...” Morgan 
replied just as softly, smiling as he tipped his head up and gently- gently just brushed his lips 


over Alex’s, once- twice- before deepening the kiss again. Alex practically melted against 
him this time and Morgan wasn’t sure who was crying now him or Alex, but it really didn’t 
matter. 


No, no it didn’t matter, because Morgan was kissing the man he loved and Alex loved him 
back. And- and the world didn’t end and nobody died and something didn’t go tragically 
wrong. No, he just kissed Alex. He kissed him softly- sweetly, like he was the most precious 
thing in the world... because as far as Morgan was concerned he was fucking priceless. 


Finally when they pulled apart this time, Alex just leaned forward and rested his head against 
Morgan’s shoulder. Just bowing his head as Morgan lifted one hand to card gently through his 
hair. His other hand went to where Alex’s were resting along his hips and pulled one into his 
lap so he could hold it. “...god.”” He whispered, breathed it against Morgan’s collar. “We ’re 
idiots...” 


“T know.” Morgan hummed back, laughing a little breathlessly. Finally just sniffling as water 
welled in his eyes. “T7rust me , I know... I- I don’t know how long awhile is for you, but I- 
I’ve been so in love with you I didn’t know what to do with myself.” He laughed a little, still 
just overwhelmed. 


“Ha...” Alex breathed, shivering as Morgan continued to pet him. “I know the feeling...” But 
then he swallowed and- and he asked something just a little selfish. “Could- could you say it 
again, please?” 


“As many times as you want to hear it,” Morgan laughed and swiped at the tears on his face 
as Alex pulled back enough to see him. His hand slid down out of his hair to brush along his 
cheek, he wiped at more stray tears as those beautiful golden yellow eyes looked at him- as 
they studied his face as if he was drinking Morgan in with his eyes alone. Morgan shivered 
underneath that gaze- underneath his attention, but it wasn’t the bad kind. No, he felt that 
shiver all the way down in his toes. 


So he just took a small breath and said, “J love you, Alex.” 


It was like watching someone listening to a symphony for the first ttme. The way Alex’s face 
changed, the expression- the shiver. The way he closed his eyes and leaned into Morgan’s 
hand, as if he was so moved by Morgan’s words that it stole all off his. 


“T love you.” Morgan said again. 


“T love you, Alex.” And again. 


“T love you so much.” And again. 


Alex didn’t know just how badly he had needed to hear those words. Just how much listening 
to Morgan say them was going to mean to him but- but it was like he had been walking 
around missing a piece of himself and now he finally had it back. Like he was finally whole 
again. 


He knew that wasn’t how this worked- knew that love didn’t make you whole but... but it did 
make you feel, well /oved. Beloved and cherished and special and important and- and like he 
mattered. Like he mattered. Alex. Not anyone else, not any other part of himself. No, in this 
moment just plain old ordinary Alex mattered. And he mattered to the one person he cared 
about most... And that was a hell of thing. 


When he opened his eyes again, Morgan was just smiling up at him. His cheeks were damp 
too and his eyes sparkled with more tears but he looked so- so content. And he fe/t content. 
He- he always fe/t content when he was with Alex... He... he always felt content. 


He felt content and warm and happy and pleased and amused and- 


And in love... 


“Sweet baby jesus...” Alex muttered in shock, it was a phrase he’d heard a lot when growing 
up and he’d thought he’d rid his vocabulary of it but, clearly he hadn’t. 


“What?” Morgan laughed as Alex just dragged a hand down over his face. 


“You’re in love with me.” He muttered into his palm, heat coloring his face. 


“Yes, Alex... We just established that.” Morgan snorted and Alex glared at him through his 
fingers. 


“No- not that. You- what you’re feeling. You’re in love.” Alex tried to explain as 
embarrassment made him just want to hide his face again. He felt so fucking stupid right 
now. 


“Why, yes. Thank you for noticing.” Morgan snickered and just squeezed his fingers a little. 


“That’s the problem... I have been noticing... all year.” Alex whined and just pressed his 
hand back over his eyes. 


“All... year?” Morgan repeated slowly as he realized what Alex meant. Alex had been able 
to tell then... he just really hadn’t understood what it meant. “...oh. Oh god- Oh no~” And 
Morgan couldn’t help it, he started to laugh. It was either laugh or scream. 


Alex just groaned loudly as Morgan laughed at him. This whole damn time- all this time and 
he could have just- If he had only known, then he would have said something months ago. It 
wouldn’t have had to taken them all fucking year to get to the point where neither one of 
them could stand it anymore. “Son of a bitch...” 


Morgan was wheezing now, hand waving in front of his face as he tired to gasp for air. This 
was so dumb- We were so dumb. This whole damned time- Oh god- 


“Well...” Alex huffed, but a smile was pulling at his own lips, just watching Morgan laugh 
was enough to make him smile. “I’m glad you think this is funny...” 


““Wait- wait- I have one too-” He wheezed and tittered, nearly falling off the table as he 
laughed, but with Alex still right there he just slumped against Alex instead. It took him 
several more minutes to catch his breath as he would almost stop laughing only to start 


wheezing again. His face and stomach hurt by the end of it, finally using Alex’s chest as 
leverage to push himself back up again and actually onto the table now not just perched on 
the edge. 


“Okay- oh-kay- okay...” He breathed and swiped at his face still just grinning. “So- so it’s 
not as bad as all year but three months ago an empath pretty much told me point blank that 
you had a psychic crush on me and I still didn’t believe them~!” Morgan laughed. “Dear 
god- We’re fucking idiots- Oh my god-” 


“Excuse me?” Alex spluttered at this new piece of information. “I have a what now? And 
what empath?” 


“She was a friend of Barnaby’s and I think she called it an empathy crush but yeah that’s 
what the whole empathy thing is. You just had a crush on me and tada~ Involuntary psychic 
connection.” Morgan explained still just snickering. He was never going to live this down. 
Barnaby was going to remind him of this until the day he died. 


“Seriously? That’s what this has been? This whole time???” Alex demanded as Morgan tried 
to collect himself again. 


“Yup. So we’re both stupid.” He sighed and rubbed at his face. “God... God damn...” 


“At least... we’re consistent, I guess...” Alex sighed too just shaking his head, before 
noticing once again where they were. “I don’t know about you, but I’m ready to go home.” 


“Fucking same, dude... Besides I’d much rather keep talking on the couch than here.” 
Morgan replied before pushing Alex back a little so he could hop down. “My ass was falling 
asleep on that damned table.” 


“Sorry,” Alex chuckled as Morgan stretched a bit then went over to his stack of discarded 
clothing and scooped it all up. “It was just closest.” 


“Oh in the moment I can assure you, I didn’t care. I just wasn’t expecting to be sitting still for 
that long on it.” Morgan replied as he turned back round. The lamp Alex had knocked down 
was still laying on the plush carpeting but Morgan couldn’t be bother to put it back, not when 
the rest of the room was still in disarray, so he just left it where it was. 


“Well that’s good to know.” Alex hummed as Morgan came back over, suit pieces just tucked 
up under his arm. After this Alex would send it to be dry cleaned and pressed, so he was 
ignoring the fact that everything was just all waded up. “Ready to go?” And he offered 
Morgan his hand. 


“Yes, let’s go home.” And he took Alex’s hand. Moments later there was a snap and a swirl 
of smoke and they duo were gone. They had more important things to do at home. 


Chapter End Notes 


So... was it worth the 10 and a half months of anticipation? Was that the pay off all of 
you wanted? 


I sure hope it was because I have wanted to write that last scene for 10 months- /0 . And 
it was a delight~ 


Also stay tuned for some updates about future fic related things when I post the actual 
last chapter. 


Good lord, this one was like ~22000 words. I have no concept of chapter spacing or 
reasonable time frames... 


Chapter 42 


Chapter Notes 


This is it~ Here at last, the final chapter~ 


But just as the title now says, it is only the last chapter of Book 1. That's right there will 
be a 2nd volume for this little series I have going and when I post the first chapter of 
Simpering and Domestic | will post an author's note here so you all can come join me in 
Book 2. 


Also for my own delight, and per several requests, | am going to take all of Smitten and 
Devoted clean it up, add back in the spicy bits, and make a FREE (yes, a completely 
free) eBook version of this story. One with an actual prologue so anyone who isn't apart 
of the fandom can read it to! My goal is to have that free eBook done by early December 
and when I finish I will post an epilogue here with more info about how to download the 
free PDF or ePub file, so stay tuned for that! 


But without further ado, Enjoy~ 


See the end of the chapter for more notes 


“One bowl of triple chocolate ice cream, as requested~” Alex said as he padded barefoot over 
to the sofa. And he leaned down over the back to hand Morgan his bow] of ice cream. 


“Thanks.” Morgan hummed, letting his phone fall onto the blanket thrown over his lap so he 
could grab the bowl. Then, like they both did from time to time, Alex hopped over the back 
of the sofa and landed with a bounce, his own bowl of mint chip ice cream secure in his 
grasp. Morgan didn’t have a good reason as to why he wanted ice cream but he did and Alex 
had agreed so... Here they were, both in pjs just... sitting on the sofa eating ice cream. Like 
we didn t just spill our guts to each other 10 minutes ago... 


Alex put his feet up on the coffee table with Morgan sitting cross legged next to him. Spoons 
clinked against bowls for a few quiet moments before Alex ask around his spoon, “So... now 
what?” 


Morgan glanced over at him and just shrugged before swallowing and saying, “I have no 
fucking idea...” 


“Same...” Alex muttered back. 


More ice cream was eaten in the silence that followed that brief moment of insight. 


“...We should probably talk more, though.” Morgan suggested after another bite. 


“Yeah, I mean sure, but about what? Like... where do we even start?” Alex asked back, 
poking at his ice cream, trying to get more chocolate chips onto his spoon. 


“T don’t really know...” Morgan repeated and they both just fell quiet again. But now that 
Morgan was actually thinking about it he did have a question, or at least a place to start. “Hey 
Alex?” 


“Yeah?” 


“What did you mean by ‘awhile’?” Morgan asked and watched out of the corner of his eye as 
Alex froze, spoon half way to his mouth. Morgan couldn’t help the smile that pulled up the 
comers of his mouth but even though he did his best to hide it, it was of no use as Alex 
glanced over at him. 


“Uh...” He muttered, and just watched as Morgan’s smile grew into a smirk as he only half 
hid his mouth behind his spoon. “You know... awhile. ” He finally answered, just shrugging 
as he looked away, heat rushing to his face. He thought he wasn’t going to be as embarrassed 
by all of this now- now that he’d confessed, now that he knew Morgan knew and reciprocated 
but... but no- no as it turned out he wasn ¢ any less embarrassed by his /iteral years of 
hopeless pining. This might actually be fucking worse... 


And when he risked glancing over at Morgan again and caught the obvious twinkle of delight 
and teasing mirth in his partner’s eyes, heat only colored his cheeks further. “...fuck.”’ He 
mumbled and glanced quickly away again. 


That did it, Morgan let out a sharp bark of laughter as Alex slid further down into the sofa, 
stuffing a big bite of ice cream into his mouth. Morgan was amazed he didn’t turn invisible 
with red he was getting, even his ears were starting to be pink again which might just be the 
cutest damned thing he’d ever seen. Alex, his Alex , the most powerful person to ever live, 
was so flustered his ears were turning pink. It was just- oh god it was just so perfect. 


“ Shut up.” Alex grumbled as his friend continued to wheeze next to him. 


“Oh never -” Morgan laughed, “Not in a million years-! Oh I’m never gonna to let you live 
this down- God-! God , I love you so fucking much~!” He continued to cackle. 


Alex felt his heart do that ridiculous stuttering thing again as Morgan said the he loved him. 
It was- it was perfectly stupid and he shouldn’t feel a happy flutter in his belly but he did and- 
and- Now he couldn’t even be upset that Morgan was laughing at him because... Because he 
loves me... goddamnit. 


“You’re the worst...” Alex muttered down at his ice cream bowl but he couldn’t keep the 
comers of his mouth from pulling up, no matter how hard he tried. 


“T know~ Oh, I know~” Morgan snickered finally starting to catch his breath as he swiped at 
his face. “But look at it this way, if you tell me yours, I’ll tell you mine.” And he just grinned 
over at Alex when his yellow eyes snapped back to Morgan’s. 


“You will?” He asked almost against his will because- oh, oh did Alex want to know that. He 
wanted to know it so bad . He wanted to know when this turned into something more for 
Morgan, what had happened- why- how... He wanted to know when his best friend had 
started to love him back. He even went so far as to sit up again as he held Morgan’s gaze. 


“Yeah, I will.” And Morgan wiggled his brows a bit, eyes still twinkling, knowing just how 
good of a bribe this was. Because if I want to know this badly then he must too. 


“Damn it...” Alex grunted under his breath and Morgan just beamed brighter, knowing he’d 
won. So Alex sighed and shifted so he could face Morgan more, one leg pulling up onto the 
sofa as he did while his other foot just fell from the coffee table to rest on the plush living 


room rug. His face was no less warm but still he did his best to act like this wasn’t getting to 
him as much as clearly it was. At least he had the bowl of ice cream as a handy distraction so 
he wouldn’t have to look up at Morgan or try to keep his hands from fidgeting. “I... hell ... I 
really don’t know when...” He started. 


“Oh come on~” Morgan snorted. 


“JT really don’t.” Alex whined back and poked at his ice cream some more, it was starting to 
melt but he was pretty sure that was his fault. His hands felt just as warm as the rest of him 
did. “But...” And he sighed again. “I... I don’t know when it- how I felt, started to- to change 
from platonic to romantic but according to lots of other people it was... years ago.” 


“years?” Morgan asked just a little breathlessly. It- it had probably been years ago for him 
too... 


“Yeah...” Alex replied, glancing up and shrugging a bit, “At least from what Ohio thinks, but 
he’s also full of shit so I don’t know if he can be trusted on this.” 


“Ohio?” Morgan questioned, brows raising again with surprise. Had Alex been talking with 
Ohio about me? 


“Yeah... The asshole has been giving me shit since we first met about me having a crush on 
you every chance he’s gotten. I- I, of course, was completely convinced that he didn’t know 
what the hell he was talking about but that... that changed...” And he trailed off again, 
looking down again. 


“Tt did?” He asked, but his voice was more quiet then he’d meant it to be. Alex trying to be 
honest with him about this and Morgan could see just how much he was struggling with it- 
how much this mattered to him and how nervous it was making him to be this... vulnerable. 
It had the teasing mischief fading from his smile. It was one thing to tease Alex for being 
flustered but he didn’t want to tease him for being open, something that was so hard for both 
of them to do. 


Alex glanced up at the change in his tone and caught Morgan’s gaze again. He just looked 
soft now- soft and kind and Jistening . “It did.” Alex confirmed before swallowing. “I- Last 
year when you- Last July... that was the closest you’d come to dying before... Like not just 
instantly killed by some villain or idiot hero... And something about you- about listening to 
you basically drown in your own blood while I tried to get you to a hospital made it...” And 
as he remembered that- remembered how bad off Morgan had been. How long he had sat in 
the hospital waiting for his best friend to get out of surgery and then to wake up. He felt his 
brows drawing down at the grief and fear those memories dragged up, but he tried to shake it 
off before continuing. “-ard not to think about what you meant to me... What /osing you 
would have done to me.” 


“ Alex...” Morgan began, reaching out to Alex, just putting a hand on his leg, but the S-tier 
villain shrugged. 


“It’s fine- you ’re fine, so it’s fine. But I just- I couldn’t keep pretending that you didn t matter 
so damned much to me. I tried to- was trying to still but... But then Christmas happened.” 
And Alex just glowered. Christmas had been both eye-opening and wonderful as well as 
dreadful and miserable and it was entirely his own fucking fault in the first place. 


Morgan, to Alex’s surprise, also groaned and just dragged hand over his face. “ Fucking 
Christmas...’ He cursed to himself. 


“Oh you too?” Alex muttered and took another bite of ice cream a little vindictively. 


“Yes.” Morgan grunted and dragged his hand back down his face before picking his own 
bowl up again. “ Fucking fake dating...” 


“Fucking fake dating.” Alex confirmed and just sighed. “It was more of a catalyst for me, I 
think... I- I had to admit to myself that not only did I have feelings for you but- but they 
weren’t little and they very much weren’t just platonic any more. And then I started really 
thinking about it, really thinking about how I felt and for how long I had and... I must have 
been falling for you for years at least 2 but probably close to 3... And I had been in love with 
you for at /east a year already... So that was how my January went, in case you care.” 


“January? January?!’ Morgan demanded. “You- you’ve just been sitting on this since 
January?!” 


“Well what the hell else was I supposed to do?” Alex snapped back. 


“ Tell me!” Morgan replied without missing a beat. 


“T couldn’t, Morgan.” Alex insisted, “I couldn’t be the one to say something first, the power 
difference-” 


“Doesn’t mean shit to me.” Morgan interrupted, “Motherfucker, just admit that you’re shy.” 


“T- You-” Alex stammered bright red again, “ Shut up , that’s not the point.” 


“ Oh, its not?” Morgan muttered exasperatedly, rolling his eyes, “Do enlighten me then.” 


“ The point -” Alex growled, but the menacing effect was lost some by how pink he was still, 
“was that I wasn’t going to say something and risk our friendship over something you- ... 
didn’t want.” Alex finished his eyes turned down again as he picked up his spoon, but he just 
poked at this bowl not actually eating. 


Morgan could see the heartache on Alex face as clearly as he felt it in his own chest. It was a 
feeling he knew all too well, so he took a slow breath and did what he could to help soothe 
both their aching hearts. “Well... I do want it, Alex.” 


And when his pretty amber eyes glanced back up at him he smiled. “I love you.” He hummed 
and watched, while a pleased warmth radiated out from just behind his heart, as Alex smiled 
back. It was instant, nearly reflexive, just a small little smile that pulled at his lips and made 
him glance to and away from Morgan with flustered joy. 


Morgan lifted his arm and just let it rest against the back of the sofa so he could prop his head 
up while he enjoyed watching Alex actively trying to collect himself again. When he finally 
managed to look back up, Morgan just hummed, “ God, you’re adorable. ” It had the exact 


effect he’d hoped it would and it sent Alex into another round of flustered floundering. It was 
just so delightful to witness. 


Alex for his part only managed to open and close his mouth a few times before a whine 
escaped him and Morgan snickered. Huffing Alex abandoned his ice cream bow] in his lap, 
just like Morgan had, so he could lift his hands to rub at his much too warm face. And 
Morgan- Morgan , just continued to watch him, he just smiled utterly pleased as he studied 
Alex. He just sat there while Alex was trying not to me/t and just smiled so sweetly-! And 
what made it all the worse was he could fee/ Morgan’s amusement. He could feel his pleased, 
merry, contentedness... He could fee/ Morgan radiating warmth and pleasure and- and an 
overwhelming amount of love, a feeling that he could now identify. Alex’s actions and 
expressions and behaviors were clearly something Morgan adored and had adored for quite 
some time. 


He likes that I’m embarrassed- that- that I’m so flustered... And Fuck- fuck that was so 
unfair! Because now he was even more flustered, but also somehow pleased and happy and- 
and it was all this big complicated awkward mess-! But it was also good and a relief and 
special because Morgan could laugh at him. Because Morgan knew why Alex was flustered 
and awkward and was in love with him anyway. He’ in love with me anyway... 


Finally when Alex managed to swallow and speak coherently enough for Morgan to 
understand him, he muttered, “Well... there . That’s- that’s what I meant by awhile- And 
would you stop looking at me like that!” 


“Like what?” Morgan asked feigning innocence. 


“Like- like that-!” Alex stammered and just gestured at Morgan’s face. 


“Like I’m in love with you?” Morgan filled in, humming softly as Alex met his eyes again. 
“Do you want me to stop looking at you like I’m in love with you?” He repeated and watched 
as Alex just panicked while he tried to figure out how to say no and yes at the same time. 
God, it was wonderful, but finally he decided to take pity on Alex. 


Morgan lifted the hand that was underneath his head, sitting up enough to catch Alex by the 
front of his loose v-neck and tug him forward without warning. He grinned against Alex’s 


mouth when he heard his partner squeak, of all things, but he just pulled him in more 
securely. 


He kissed away Alex’s embarrassed expression, slowly- gently. Just one soft kiss after 
another as Alex just relaxed into him, but his hands stayed in his lap, not reaching out for 
Morgan. So Morgan leaned back just a bit, letting his forehead rest against Alex’s as he just 
tipped his mouth away so he could whisper, “ /t’s alright, Alex...” 


And then he felt Alex grab at him. Felt his hand come up to brush along his face before just 
resting against his neck as Morgan went back to kissing him. He deepened the kiss as Alex 
sighed against him. He tasted like mint and chocolate and Morgan could feel the warmth of 
his face and the way the pad of Alex’s thumb just brushed over his cheek. His other hand was 
now tangling with the fingers Morgan had left on Alex’s leg, so Morgan shifted his hand so 
he could better hold Alex’s, never one breaking this s/ow... tender... gorgeous... kiss. 


It was warm and soft and it whispered of sparks and heat and more but it didn’t burn in the 
blood the way the ones they first shared had. And now that the heat had cooled off some- 
burned down to embers, Alex was kind of glad for it. He wanted Morgan no question, and 
there would be that more later, but now wasn’t the time for it. It wasn’t what either of them 
needed, too much had happened- too much still needed to be said that sex wouldn’t give them 
the room or the brain function to say. So instead he just held hands with the man he loved and 
made out with him on the couch. It might just be the best way to spend a Friday night if he 
was being honest... 


Eventually Morgan leaned away again, settling back down in his spot and slowly letting 
Alex’s shirt slip through his fingers. He was still smiling, he had been the whole time, but 
now Alex was too. His eyes also looked a little glassy but even though he was still very 
flushed he didn’t seem quite so distressed about it. “ Better?’ Morgan asked in a low tone. 


“yes.” Alex whispered back and even as Morgan adjusted his blanket again, the one I made 
him, he kept hold of Alex’s hand and his sleepy please half-lidded gaze stayed on Alex. Alex 
opened his mouth to say something- to speak but he had to swallow in order to get the words 

out. “...J- J love you.” 


“ Good.” Morgan hummed back, eyes twinkling as he squeezed Alex’s fingers a little. "I 
love you too." But before he distracted them both again by dragging Alex back in for another 
kiss he cleared his throat and glanced away. 


“Now, I guess I should share my side of this, since you shared yours.” But instead of just 
jumping into it he picked up his forgotten ice cream bowl and leaned across his body to set it 
down on the coffee table without letting go of Alex’s hand. He’d eaten most of it but it was 
pretty much just soup at this point. “Bowl?” He questioned and nodded to Alex’s. 


“Uh, sure.” And he let Morgan put his on the coffee table too, but Alex couldn’t tell if 
Morgan was stalling or just collecting his thoughts as he sat back on the sofa again. Probably 
a little of both , Alex thought as he felt something a little melancholic settle over both of 
them. 


“So... I guess, 2-3 years ago is probably a pretty fair guess, all things considered.” Morgan 
began, “I don’t actually know when either, but looking back on it... I think I... I had 
probably been more than ‘just friends’ jealous when you went hero and were publicly dating 
Elise.” Morgan sighed and Alex winced. 


He remember just how hurt Morgan had been over that and then- then after Cancun, he’d 
found out that Gus had been hurt while he was off being a hero. And Morgan had just been 
having to deal with all of that without him. It had been... a mess and it had taken a lot of time 
before Morgan had even /et him come back on missions again. And therapy. His whole 
fisherman stint had been just after that too. Since Morgan hadn’t been doing well with Gus’s 
attack and the... fallout he’d had inflicted on the offending parties, Morgan had the bright 
idea that maybe this time his family could be trusted. That was so obviously a trap... But still 
all of that had actually helped heal their friendship, quite a bit. It had given them a chance to 
really mend some wounds and it was why he hadn’t killed Becky after he was done seeing 
her. “...sorry.” Alex muttered. 


But Morgan just shrugged it off. “It’s okay now. We worked things out which I’m really 
really thankful for, but still... I think I must have liked you more than just platonically back 
then... But it was just so easy for me to brush off how felt about you. I could just blame it on 
us being friends and that you were hot and move on.” Morgan sighed and rubbed at his tired 
eyes a little. He’d been awake for close to 36 hours now, not a record for him by any means 
but it was still a long time to go without sleep. 


“Tt didn’t matter that my heart would skip a beat sometimes when you smiled at me or when 
you laughed at something stupid I said. You were just hot and we were friends so that was 
that. I could just... ignore how I felt.” Morgan explained and felt Alex start brushing his 
thumb over his knuckles. 


“Until you couldn’t?” Alex prompted. It was kind of ridiculous how similar this had been for 
both of them, it would probably be funnier if it didn’t hurt so damned bad. Later it would 
probably be hilarious, but for now Alex just let Morgan work through this at his own pace. 
Alex had been embarrassed and anxious but Morgan had been the one that had been terrified 
during their confession back at the manor, so it was safe to assume there was going to be a lot 
more to this. 


“Until I couldn’t.” Morgan confirmed, and sighed a little again. “I... Christmas hadn’t 
been... No, Christmas had been wonderful, it was just afterwards that wasn’t good. I wasn’t- 
I didn’t want to have romantic feelings for you but- but I was and it had been so fucking nice 
to have people /ove me, you know? It was only for a week but you and your parents- you 
both...”” And Morgan had to pause and clear this throat. God this was a lot harder than he 
thought it was going to be. 


“-You both loved me. It was the happiest Christmas I’d had in years , Alex... But it wasn’t 
real. None of it was real. We weren ¢ dating, your parents weren’t interacting with their son’s 
partner. It was just a lie... But I didn’t want it to be. I didn’t want it to end...” And Morgan 
blew out a breath. “Then Peony called me- I- It was on Christmas eve, I think, and just point 
blank called me out for being in love with you. And it- it scared the hell out of me, ha!” 
Morgan laughed and swiped at his face before the tears could spill. 


“Why?” Alex asked, he could feel how badly Morgan hurt just remembering this, he could 
only imagine just how badly he must have ached in the moment- How bad January must have 
really been for him. 


“Because, I’d been trying to convince myself that the only reason I liked cuddling with you 
or waking up in your arms or enjoyed the random caresses was because I hadn’t dated 
someone in awhile and I just missed the dating part. But here was Peony telling me that after 
just one night of watching us interact months ago , she could tell I was in love with you. It 
was the same thing Strider had probably seen too and why he’d been such an asshat that 
night. He- We- Our body language said to people that we were more than just friends and it 
scared the hell out of me because I didn’t want to lose you.” Morgan admitted and he could 
just see the way Alex ached just to hear this. 


He could see the pain in his face, the way it pulled at his mouth and brows and- And Morgan 
just wanted to kiss it better- wanted to just brush this all way so Alex wouldn’t look at him 
like that but... but it wasn’t pity, it wasn’t even sympathy... Alex understood . He understood 


exactly what Morgan meant- how it felt. So he just took a slow breath and tried to collect 
himself again. 


If Alex thought just killing Strider now would help Morgan feel better he would... but right 
now it would just selfishly only make him feel better... so he would just wait for that bit of 
revenge. It was after the wedding now so he was no longer obligated to make sure Strider 
looked presentable for wedding photos. Maiming was back on the table and oh it would 
come... Just not right now. So instead Alex lifted his free hand and brushed it over Morgan’s 
cheek, just cupped his face for a moment. 


Morgan leaned into his hand the second Alex had touched him, his eyes fluttering back open 
again. “I love you...” Alex breathed and this time he didn’t need to hesitate as much. Morgan 
smiled, a soft little thing but it was real and genuine even if his eyes still held so much pain. 


“T love you too...” He whispered back and just studied Alex’s face for a beat. Just held those 
stunning dragon’s eyes and let himself just be held for a second- to be supported. And god 
did it feel so good to not have to hold himself up all alone anymore. 


But eventually he sat up again and Alex let his hand fall away so Morgan could continue 
sharing his side of the last year's worth of events. “... I spiraled hard in January.” Morgan 
confessed and Alex just nodded. 


“Yeah, I know...” 


“You know most of it.”” Morgan allowed, “But I wasn’t avoiding you just because of your 
parents and how much I wanted what you had. I was also avoiding you because I- I couldn’t 
lose you. Because I didn’t want to be in love with you and drive you away. Back then- in the 
moment, it wasn’t an if, Alex, it was a when. I truly believed I was going to lose you because 
I wanted to be more than just friends. I hardly even let myself think the words ‘in love with’ 
for fear of jinxing it. I just had a stupid crush, but it was going to drive you way the same 
way I had driven everyone else in my life away. I know now that’s not true. I know now that I 
have a very toxic and negative confirmation bias as a shitty coping mechanism to keep 
myself from getting hurt again, but back then I didn’t know that. I just- I was certain I was 
going to lose you if I couldn’t squash those feeling flat.” 


“So you moved back here.” Alex sighed just closing his eyes a little. God it hurt to know just 
how much Morgan had hurt himself while trying to keep Alex in the dark. “Where I wouldn’t 
be able to tell how badly were you were doing...” 


“Yup.” And Morgan felt his mouth pull up in a miserable little half smile. “Instead of trying 
to address how I felt or trying to cope with my emotions, I just buried myself in my work and 
in jobs and whatever. It was what I’d done before to drag myself out of spirals, just wait it out 
and hope it would go away if I ignored it. But then my mother called and wanted to do that 
truce night and I just... I just couldn’t fight her on it. I didn’t have the energy too, so I caved 
and went.” Morgan muttered and just shook his head. 


“And that blew up in your face.” Alex supplied and Morgan snorted. 


“Oh big time. All that pain and misery just burbled out as frigid rage and I destroyed my 
‘progress’ trying to reconnect with my family.” And Alex scoffed when he said progress. 
“Yeah I know, but that was what I thought at the time. But I melted down and then 
‘wallowed’ for several days before I just... had to call you. I felt so pathetic having to reach 
out to you but I just- I just needed some scrap of normalcy and companionship, and hanging 
out with you always made me feel better so I... was desperate enough to risk it. To risk you 
seeing that I was broken and useless and not the put together villain everyone thinks I am.” 
And he snorted, just rubbing a hand tiredly over his face. “I was an idiot.” 


“Yeah, well...” Alex teased trying to ease some of ache they were both feeling, “I won’t hold 
it against you.” And Morgan laughed again before lower his hand to just meet Alex’s gaze 
again. 


“T was trying to keep you at arm’s length, Alex, just like I did with everyone else. I didn’t let 
my crew or Barnaby or even Peony in enough to help me. I wouldn’t let them in because then 
they’d see me- the real me, broken and fucked up and pathetic and they’d leave. But you just- 
you just wouldn’t stay away- or I just kept forgetting to keep you out. You just- every time I 
turned around you were in passed my guard and you weren’t even doing it on purpose.” 
Morgan sighed but he could feel his grin growing as Alex just wiggled his brows at him. 


“It’s because /’m me . I have an irresistible charm and innate pleasant nature.” He said 
smugly. 


“More like you were an idiot and I kept forgetting you were dangerous.” Morgan replied 
rolling his eyes, “But still, after that night and I- fell apart... I- I kept thinking you were 
going to leave. I was waiting for it. Forget having romantic feelings for you I was waiting for 
the other shoe to drop and for you to go. But you didn t. And then you didn t. And then you 
still didn t... You stayed, Alex.” And Morgan had to take a breath as tears started to clog his 
throat. “But- but worse than that you came when I called- When I needed you just- came...” 
And he paused again to swipe at his face to brush away the stray tears before they could fall, 
but Alex caught his hand. He just held it and let the tears dripped down his face. Morgan 
glanced up again and was just caught by Alex’s expression. 


He looked so serious- so intent and he held both of Morgan’s hands like whatever he was 
going to say next was of the utmost importance. And Morgan just held his breath- just waited 
to hear whatever he was going to say. But he wasn’t afraid, he wasn’t worried, not now... 
Now he just wanted it. Wanted to hear what Alex was going to tell him- what mattered to him 
this much. 


“.. you called.” Alex breathed. Because it really was as simple as that. He came because 
Morgan called. That’s all there was to it, that’s all there ever would be to it. 


Emotions filled his chest, it swirled inside Morgan like a storm. Stunned and desperate and in 
love and happy and afraid and yearning and grateful- It all mixed inside him as it stole his 
words. So instead so speaking- instead of trying to say anything he just pulled Alex forward 
again. He met the S-tier villain in the middle and just kissed him again. Alex released his 
hands so he could carded his fingers through Morgan’s hair, so he could pull him in close. 


So Morgan just kept leaning forward- his hand grabbing at Alex’s shirt and pushing, sending 
them both toppling over. Morgan landing on top of Alex as he kept kissing him. It was hot 
and needy and desperate as Morgan tried to tell Alex all the thing he couldn’t quite put into 
words yet. He tried to make sure Alex knew- that he understood how much that meant to 
him- how much it fucking mattered that Alex would come when he called. 


Alex pulled Morgan down on top of him, he let the emotions and desperation swirl through 
him as Morgan kissed him like it was the most important thing he was every going to do. It 
left Alex a little breathless and a lot dazed when Morgan finally pulled back, but he didn’t let 
the shorter man up when he tried to sit back again. No, he just tightened his grip on Morgan’s 
back and held him down. Held him against his chest. Somewhere safe- somewhere Alex 
could make sure was safe- that Morgan was protected. 


“T- Alex-” Morgan barely managed, his face was still damp and he’d sorta just tackled Alex, 
but his partner clearly had no interest in letting him back up. 


“Shhhh- shhhh...”’ Alex hummed, “Just stay... just stay a minute and breathe.” 


Morgan hesitated for another moment, uncertain- But there's no reason to... He realized. 
There was no reason for him to hesitate- to be worried that Alex didn’t want this. He did. 
Clearly. So Morgan just gave in, he just relaxed into he embrace- into the closeness and let 
Alex cuddle him in. 


They were both just laying on the sofa, legs tangled, a blanket caught haphazardly between 
them as they panted quietly together. And then Alex started petting him. He kept one hand 
around Morgan’s back, keeping him securely on top of Alex, but his other hand just began 
brushing gently over Morgan’s face, He wiped at the tears before letting his fingers slide back 
up into Morgan’s messy mop of hair and just ever so lightly scraping his nails across his 
scalp. 


Morgan’s reaction was instantaneous. Alex felt the shiver- heard the little involuntary sigh 
and Alex could only smile as Morgan just snuggled in on top of him, just automatically 
nuzzling in underneath his chin. Alex felt his fingers grip at his sides- felt them bunch in his 
shirt just the way Morgan always seemed to need to. He just had to cling- to hold on and 
never let go. 


“TI love you, Morgan.” Alex whispered, “And I’Il always come when you call. Always... ” 


“ Al-Alex... > Morgan whispered back, his face just tucked up underneath Alex’s chin, nestled 
right against the crook of his shoulder as he tried to slow his breathing again. He could feel 
his heart racing but- but being wrapped up in Alex’s arms- feeling his voice vibrate 
underneath him as he spoke- smelling what was left of his cologne on his skin- It was like he 
was being drugged. It just felt so good... It was calming and soothing and- And Alex wasn’t 
even doing anything. God... 


“Always.” Alex repeated and felt Morgan shudder- felt him curl into Alex. Safe- you’re safe 
Morgan... you'll always be safe with me... 


What Alex hadn’t expected was for Morgan to agree with him. 


“I know...” He whispered, his breath just ghosting over Alex’s throat as he breathed him in. 
Let himself just be held by Alex. It just- it was just so good. “I know.” He repeated. “That’s 
when I knew I loved you... when I accepted that I did.” 


“When...?” Alex asked, swallowing hard. He was more than a little stunned by Morgan’s 
words as the other villain loosened his grip on Alex enough to begin tracing over the square 
knit of his long sleeve shirt. Just nonsense patterns over his sides and chest as Morgan pet 
him back. 


“The flashlight.” Morgan breathed right against his throat before he grinned and pressed his 
lips against his skin. He ran his mouth along his neck before tilting his head up enough to 
kiss along Alex’s jaw. 


“The- the flashlight?” Alex echoed as Morgan expertly scrambled his brains with his delicate 
little kisses. 


“Yes...”” He hummed and continued to just run his mouth along Alex’s jaw. “The keychain.” 


“The- the panic button?” Alex demanded but his voice came out much breathier and Morgan 
just chuckled against his skin. 


“Uh-huh...” 


“ W-why? ” Alex asked flabbergasted. 


Smirking Morgan sat up again, just enough to grin down at his partner, and Alex let him. He 
was too distracted and enraptured to do much more than stare up at Morgan. The light he left 
on in the kitchen caught Morgan’s hair and face and cast him into soft shadows as he just 
smiled down at Alex. He looked fucking beautiful... 


“Because,” Morgan hummed, “You gave me away to call for you- to reach out to you no 
matter where you were... And it didn’t even matter to you. It wasn’t a big deal that you had 
had this thing made for me so I could ask for help. That made it matter so much more...” 


“But- but why?” Alex asked stunned by Morgan- by his expression, by this moment of 
insight into what made the difference for Morgan. And I didn t even know I was doing it... 


“Because it was an afterthought. Helping me- wanting me to have a way to ask for your help 
was simple to you- it was easy... It wasn’t a burden to you.” And Morgan felt his lips pull up 
in a smile even as some part of himself wanted to grieve- to be afraid of this rawness- this 
honesty. But he wasn’t, he wasn’t afraid, not of Alex. Never of Alex... “It wasn’t a chore or a 
problem or even an inconvenience to you. It was just...” And Morgan paused as his belly 
fluttered. 


Alex was staring up at him, lips slightly parted as he tried to understand- and he practically 
drank in every word. All that attention- all that focus as he revealed just how deep his 
wounds ran and just how much Alex had been helping him heal, it was amazing and nerve 
wracking and everything he’d ever wanted . Morgan shook his head before just ducking back 
down against Alex’s chest so he could hide his growing flush. 


“It meant I wasnt a burden.” He finally said, just breathing it against Alex’s skin again. 


And Alex instantly held him tighter- instantly held him closer. 


“No- God, Morgan, you have never been a burden to me. Not ever. ” Alex replied but Morgan 
just snuggled in closer, resisting Alex’s attempts to shift him so he could see Morgan’s face- 
So Morgan could see his- could see his conviction. For once not being able to hide how he 
felt could work in his favor but Morgan just pressed another kiss along his neck, his nose 
brushing back and forth over his skin. 


“T know...” Morgan hummed, “Or- I- I’m working on that. On letting myself believe you. I 
want to- and- and most days I do but- but...” And he trailed off, holding still so he could just 
breathe for a second. 


“Sometimes you can’t...” Alex filled in and Morgan nodded. Alex just took a slow breath 
too, he wanted to do more- to he/p more but right now Morgan clearly just wanted to be held 
so Alex did. He just held Morgan and started to slowly rub his back. Small circles right... I 
think its supposed to be small circles... 


Eventually Morgan managed to collect himself enough to keep the tears at bay again, so he 
went on, “I... I still don’t want to lose you... Even though I have you- even though you love 
me I still- J just don t want to lose you.” 


“T don’t want to lose you either...” Alex replied and turned his head some so he could just 
rest his cheek against the top of Morgan’s head. God did he understand that- did he know 
what that fear was like. 


“This is...” And Morgan paused to swallow, “This is probably something that’s- that’s not 
going to ever go away- but I’m working on it. J swear, Alex-”” And he clung to Alex’s shirt 
again. “I don’t want to to be afraid that you’ll leave- that P’1l do something wrong and it'll 
drive you away. So I’m working on it. I’m going to do better- to be better at it... It’s just 
gonna take time...” 


“T- I know...” Alex sighed softly. “ J know, Morgan...” 


“T know you do...” And he tilted his head back enough to kiss Alex’s cheek. “And before you 
ask, you’re already doing it.” Morgan chuckled before ducking his head back down. “You are 
helping. Just- just showing up- just staying is helping- has been helping.” Morgan explained 
before a little nervous smile played at the corner of his mouth. The butterflies were back but 
for once Morgan didn’t detest them. Instead he just sighed and let them make him feel warm 
and fuzzy and happy. “It was... it was what made me hope in first place.” 


“Made you hope?” Alex questioned, as one hand that had been slowly moving up Morgan’s 
back finally reached his collar. Alex let his fingertips just glide over the nape of Morgan’s 
neck and again instant head to toe shiver but Morgan made an involuntary pleased sound this 
time that left Alex smirking. Later... I’m going to have to remember this later... 


“After I...”” And Morgan had to swallow as more heat colored his face. He was probably 
getting close to as red as Alex had been earlier, but at least he hadn’t squeaked yet. “After I’d 
accepted that I was hopelessly in love with you and was certain you were never going to love 


me back... I... started to hope, anyways.” And he just shook his head a little. God he felt so 
stupid, just looking back on the last 6 months of just- just pining. He’d been such an idiot. 


“But more than that I started to want it to be possible... I wanted you to love me back.” And 
he kissed along Alex’s jaw again. “Even though it was prickling and painful, I wanted it- I 
held it tighter because I wanted that hope. Because you were there. You did come. And... and 
you stayed... God, you stayed...”’ And Morgan tried not to shiver as Alex finally started 
sliding his fingers though Morgan’s hair again. Trying to stay focused- to keep track of where 
he was in the story, Morgan took a slow breath before continuing, “And then I remembered 
you could feel my emotions and it almost sent me into heart failure.” He snorted. 


“Tt did?” Alex asked softly, grinning when he felt Morgan huff. He’d closed his eyes at some 
point but honestly that was just making all of this better. Just listening to and feeling and 
holding Morgan while he spoke- while he told Alex how he came to grips with being in love, 
it was wonderful. 


“ Yes...’ Morgan huffed, but he sighed and continued, “I was just pining away like a idiot 
every chance I got-” And Alex interrupted him with a warm soft chuckle, one Morgan felt all 
over. “Sh-shut up. Anyway, then suddenly I was reminded you could feel that . You could 
feel exactly how I felt and ilt scared the shit out of me.” 


“So... you went to Barnaby?” 


“Yeah,” Morgan sighed, “He was the only person I could think of that I both trusted with this 
and thought might be able to help...” Then after a beat he admitted, “Besides he’d already 
been giving me a hard time about me- uh, maybe liking you so... it wasn’t like this was new 
information to him.” 


“Oh?” And Alex grinned as Morgan just squirmed on top of him. 


“Well...” Finally muttered and Alex snickered again, but Morgan was feeling much too 
warm in the face to try and sass Alex just now so he let it go. “I may have mentioned to him 
that, um... stakeout kiss in a less than calm way- Anyway- ” Morgan repeated, trying to hurry 
past that bit before Alex could interrupt, “So he introduced me to his empath friend and that 
just made everything more sticky and overflowing with hope and it was just- ugh... ” 


“Pfft-” Alex snorted before it burbled into a proper laugh. “Tell me about it~” He teased and 
felt Morgan just hide his face more. But since his love was hiding Alex decided now was the 
best time to press the matter. Jf] get to be terribly embarrassed then so do you. “Hey 
Morgan? ...when did you talk with the empath?” 


“Uh... you remember when you came home and Peony and Strider were here?” And Morgan 
felt Alex nodded, “Yeah, I had just come back from talking with Barnaby when they 
arrived...” 


“God, no wonder you’d been so exhausted...” Alex muttered and felt Morgan sigh. 


“Yeah... that had been a rough night...” 


“But wait- so- so that whole time- Since before your heist, you’d been worrying about us? 
Why didn’t you say anything?” Alex asked, returning Morgan’s question from earlier. 


“Because...” Morgan grumbled, then he sighed and elaborated, “Because I didn’t- couldn’t- I 
didn’t know how to say it, Alex. I didn’t know how to tell you that I loved you even though 
not knowing was driving me absolutely crazy... I just... wasn’t crazy enough to risk our 
friendship.” 


““... | guess that makes sense.” Alex allowed, a little disappointed that Morgan had managed 
to make his hopeless pinning sound more reasonable. 


“Yeah... but uh... looking back, this-’’ And Morgan gripped Alex’s shirt a little tighter in 
indication, “-might have been why we’ ve been struggling so hard to communicate recently... 
It’s hard to be honest when we couldn’t- or wouldn’t say how we really felt.” 


“Oh...” Alex said, actually blinking his eyes open as he really thought about what Morgan 
had said, and genuinely considered how many of their problems could have been solved by 
just admitting how they felt... Only to realize it was most of them. “Well... shit.” He 


muttered, then with more feeling he added, “Son ofa bitch...” Before just lifting a hand to 
rub at his face while he laughed tiredly. 


“God we were so stupid...” Morgan snorted and heard Alex snort too before he lowered his 
hand back to rest on Morgan’s back. 


“Apparently.” Alex agreed dryly. But there wasn’t much they could do about it now. So he 
just let it go. They were dumb, no question, but at least they’d been dumb together. Alex 
wasn’t sure if that was actually better but it made him feel better. At /east I’m not the only 
person who ’s going to get teased by literally everyone we know... 


However Morgan didn’t say anything else, he just sighed too and nuzzled in again. He could 
feel Morgan’s breathing starting to slow, but he wasn’t asleep, just very relaxed. Good. But 
that also meant he could ask a question, “Hey Morgan... I have a question now.” 


“Yeah?” Morgan hummed. 


“When... when we were at my parents house...” Alex started and paused to bite at his lip a 
little. He didn’t actually need to know this but... But god he’d been wondering for months. “- 
were you going to kiss me?” 


“Which time?” Morgan asked, smile obvious in his words. 


Alex however blinked his eyes back open again. “Excuse me?” 


“You heard me.’”’Morgan snickered, “Which time~” 


“J- | had meant with the lightning bugs and stuff... But- but when else were you going to kiss 
me???” Alex demanded. 


“Oh yeah.” Morgan sighed, “God I had wanted to kiss you so bad that night...” He answered 
before chuckling as Alex made a soft noise and had to clear his throat. Morgan could imagine 
just how pink he was probably getting so he continued, “As for the other times... right when 
we got back to your lair after I told them about my history. And at least once day during 
Christmas.” 


“Oh...” The S-tier villain barely manged before swallowing and try desperately to sound 
normal. “That’s- that’s good to know I guess...” 


Morgan smiled against Alex’s neck before humming, “Can I ask another question?” 


“S-sure...” 


“In my inventory... were you going to kiss me?” Morgan asked, as Alex started petting him 
again. Morgan wondered if Alex realized how still he went when he was embarrassed, it was 
like the most obvious tell in the world. J wonder if I... Could I get him to hold perfectly still 
without ropes? Huh... It was a fun thought and one he was going to explore more later, but 
for now he just let the sinfully musing slip by as Alex answered. 


“Which time?” He chuckled, echoing Morgan. 


“Ha- yeah, okay...” Morgan snorted, “So were you going to kiss me?” 


“Which time~” Alex repeated and this time Morgan actually sat up a little so he could look 
down at Alex again. Alex only smirked lazily up at him as Morgan got a taste of his own 
teasing. His flush made his freckles stand out so much more. 


“T... oh... I-’ He stammered as he realized Alex was being serious. “I meant after that hug- 
after I told you everything...” 


“Yes, I did...” Alex hummed back, “And I wanted to kiss you that first time you showed me 
your inventory- a couple of times actually...” 


“Oh...”’ Morgan repeated stupidly as Alex just smirked, eyes half lidded and glowing. He 
looked pleased and positively wicked all at the same time. Morgan swallowed again before 
just settling down again, hiding his face from Alex and hiding from that- that thought- 
emptying expression Alex had. If Morgan weren’t so damned tired and they weren’t on a sofa 
Alex could probably talk him into all kinds of things. Hell he probably could even though 
we're on the sofa and I am tired. He could still remember just how good it felt to have Alex’s 
teeth on his skin. 


Swallowing hard Morgan tried to get his thoughts up out of the gutter again. “Hey Alex?” 


“Yeah?” 


“When else have you wanted to kiss me?” 


When haven t I wanted to kiss you? Alex thought but didn’t say. Instead he tried to come with 
an actually answer. “Every time you smile up at me, for one.” He chuckled, “Or whenever 
you come into the kitchen all sleepy and mussed and pleased when I hand you your coffee. 
Or every time you get that glint in your eye before you do something dangerous or wicked.” 


“...1 had meant specifics but- but that works too.” Morgan chuckled, just a little breathless. 
He’d been expecting another sappy moment not- not all the moments Alex found him 
kissable. 


“Those were specifics.” Alex snorted. 


“Ha... right...”” Morgan muttered and he felt Alex chuckle underneath him again. But instead 
of acting on Morgan’s panic, Alex just went back to petting. He just hummed softly and 
snuggled Morgan in again. Both arms around him this time, he was as secure and settled in as 
he was going to get. So Morgan let himself relax again, just let himself be he/d , no strings 
attached. No discussions of more , it was just and only an embrace. And god was that nice. 
Nice to be able to have that with Alex- to have that comfort already so present in their 
relationship. 


Morgan had no idea what dating Alex was going to be like- how different it was going to be 
to every other relationship he’d had but... but they had an advantage no other relationship 
ever had. 7rust . He trusted Alex with everything- with al/ of him and he hadn’t ever trusted 
someone like that before... Surely that has to mean something? 


Minutes passed like that, both of them just cuddled together in the dim light and quiet of an 
apartment they both called home. Morgan was nearly asleep when he finally spoke. “We 
should probably go to bed...” 


“Probably...” Alex hummed back, he too had been on his way to drifting off. 


“We should get up...””» Morgan mumbled but made no move to actually follow through. And 
Alex also not wanting to stand up came up with another solution. 


“Or, we just do this-” And he hung onto Morgan securely before just rolling off the couch- 


And teleporting right onto Morgan’s bed. 


Morgan didn’t manage to actually get the whole yelp of surprise out before they were already 
landing on his bed but his heart had still leapt to his throat. And Alex just snuggled in on top 
of him now. “... I guess- that works too.” He muttered eyes open and staring up at his dark 
ceiling. 


“T figured this was easier than getting up.” Alex snickered but it occurred to him that he 
hadn’t exactly asked if Morgan wanted this- want him to- stay- to sleep with him. He’d 
assumed yes, everything up until now said yes but... He should still ask. “Sorry- I... do you 
mind if I-” 


“Stay.”’ Morgan interrupted him, hands coming back to wrap around Alex this time. 
“Please...” He added more gently. 


“Always...” Alex murmured and felt Morgan relax again. He didn’t let go of Alex though, he 
just started slowly rubbing Alex’s back now in those wonderful aimless patterns instead of 
his sides. It was mind melting and Alex was fairly certain he was going to be asleep in 
seconds at this rate, but he did have one more question to ask, “Hey Morgan?” 


“Yes...?” He hummed back. His heart might have just leapt into this throat but if he thought 
laying on top of Alex was nice than having Alex’s warm weight stretched over him was 
fucking amazing. Like a weight blanket but warm and breathing and smelled like home - 
God... If only I'd known it'd be this easy to fall asleep I'd have been dragging him in here 
long before now... 


“Earlier...” Alex began, “That was a 10, right?” 


Morgan’s eyes popped open again with a laugh. Alex’s question had surprised it out of him 
and left him snickering, “HA! Fuck yes- oh my god-! Did you see him , Alex? He screamed, 
fell on his ass, and dumped the drinks all over himself! Oh, instant 10!” Morgan cackled. 


“Good~” And purred and just snuggled in, ducking his head against Morgan’s throat this 
time. “That’s what I thought.” 


“Well, you thought right.” Morgan snorted and started just combing this fingers through 
Alex’s hair. Within moments Alex had gone totally limp, just an utter puddle laying on top of 
him. A puddle making soft pleased sounds , Morgan mused, aloud he said, “I love you, 
Alex... I love you so much...” 


“T love you too, Morgan...” Alex whispered back, shifting his head up so he could pressing 
his lips against Morgan’s cheek. 


“Goodnight, Alex...” Morgan hummed and closed his eyes. Alex’s slow breaths better than 
any sleeping pill. He was nearly too drowsy to hear what Alex said back, but those whispered 
words? Oh, they were going to be something that stayed with Morgan for the rest of his 
life... And not just because Alex was going to be sure to say them as many times as he could. 


“Goodnight, love... I'll be still here in the morning.” 


And wasn't that a hell of a way to start the rest of his life? 


Talk about happy ever after~ 


Chapter End Notes 


From Jan 6th to Nov 22nd, it has been an honor and a delight to have you all accompany 
me on this adventure. S&D tier and this fandom has gotten me through so many hard 
things this year and despite all my struggles and illnesses and 40+ hour work weeks, I 
have somehow managed to accomplish something I never thought I could do. I am so 
incredible proud of this story and utterly amazed that you all have loved it as much as I 
have. So from the bottom of my heart, thank you. 


And I can't wait to do it all again, see you all in Book 2~ 


Epilogue & Announcement 


Chapter Summary 


Hey All! 


This is both an epilogue chapter and the announcement regarding where to find the 
finished (& FREE) PDF version of Smitten and Devoted. 


Chapter Notes 


So... I know it's way passed the beginning of December. As it turns out editing 
something to look like a book takes time and yall know how great I am with time 
management, lol 


Regardless, it's finally done! You can just click on this link below which will take you to 
my tumblr and there you can find the links to the FREE PDF version of Smitten & 
Devoted - Book 1. There will be a more detailed explanation there about what all is in 
the 'book' and such. I'll provide the link to my tumblr again at the bottom so you can 
read the chapter first if you want before clicking away! 


(Edit: I've made a condensed version of the PDF for ease of printing. You can find it on 
the same tumblr post listed below) 


https://www.tumblr.com/a-basic-beth/706646621586407424/smitten-devoted-book-1? 
source=share 


The ebook contains the following: The Ao3 Tags, A Dedication, A Content Warning 
Key, A Preface (which can only be read in the ebook, I won’t be posting it elsewhere), 
The Entirety of Smitten & Devoted (NOTE: It has been changed from the original work, 
such as chapter organization, continuity errors, spelling, grammar, etc; so there is more 
to this version than on Ao3), an Epilogue, and a Timeline. 


The rest of this is the Epilogue chapter I wrote for Smitten, which can be found in the 
ebook version as well~ 


See the end of the chapter for more notes 


Ohio let himself into the apartment with the key Barnaby had given him long before they 
ever started dating. It had been so he could come by and water Barnaby’s plants when he had 
to ‘leave’ unexpectedly. They had both joked about how he had originally thought to have 
Morgan check on his plants but, of course, he’d probably be unavailable too. Ohio had given 
Barnaby a key to his house a few weeks later for the exact same reason. 


And after several more, uh, invitations to ‘hangout’ which Ohio expertly decoded as 
Barnaby’s attempt to ask him out on dates, neither one had felt the need to return the keys. 


So on days like this it meant Ohio could do good boyfriend things like bring his poor SO 
comfort croissants and coffee after he got back from a less than stellar ‘game of tag’. He 
found Barnaby exactly where he’d expected to, laying on the sofa, blanket thrown up 
completely over himself, and Kotetsu just laying on top of him. 


He chuckled a little to himself as he wandered further in, “Hey babe...” 


“Mrph.” Was the only response Ohio got from the tired hero, which only made him smile 
more. 


“Sorry I couldn’t come by yesterday, but thanks for letting me know when your flight 
landed.” Ohio hummed as he headed to the kitchen. The paper bakery bag crinkled as he set it 
and the coffee tray on the counter, but he didn’t bother to open it, Barnaby probably wouldn’t 
want to eat just yet anyways. 


“..hrm.” Said the blanket as Ohio came back into the living room. But finally, Barnaby just 
sighed and pulled the blanket down. Kotetsu was wagging happily on top of him as Ohio sat 
on the coffee table and started petting the big fluffy dog. His boyfriend smiled down at him 
sympathetically, eyes crinkling with amusement and understanding. “Hi...” Barnaby sighed 
and reached up to adjust the glasses he managed to knock askew. 


“Hi~” Ohio chuckled back and Kotetsu laid his head back down onto Barnaby’s chest. His 
owners hand automatically moved to begin petting the giant dog’s wrinkly face. And thump- 
thump- thump- went his tail. “How are you doing?” 


“Fine... it’s mo-mostly just my pride.” Barnaby replied. “How did mi-midterms go?” 


“Eh, the usual. Everyone trying to scramble for a last-minute appointment so they don’t fail 
and me setting up extra late night study sessions so I can help the students who are actually 
struggling.” Ohio replied as he slid his hand up over Kotetsu’s back to catch one of 
Barnaby’s. He lifted it away from the dog and kissed the back of his knuckles. “I missed you 
though.” 


Now Barnaby did smile, a warm little twinkle that always made Ohio want to grin, he loved 
that look on the D-tier hero’s face. He had the best dimples. 


“T mi-missed you too.” He replied and with his hand already up near Ohio’s face he brushed 
his fingers over the stubble Ohio was never without, his thumb tracing over the same scar on 
his face he always did. Ohio, still grinning, took the invitation for what it was and leaned 
down to kiss him. It was a very nice kiss, an excellent welcome home... well it would have 
been if Kotetsu hadn’t felt left out. 


He wanted to participate. 


So he licked Ohio right in the ear. 


The sociology professor yelped and flinched back, hand instinctively going to his now very 
wet ear and trying to dry it off. “Ack! Kotetsu-!” 


Barnaby couldn’t help the laugh that burbled up out of him as his dog just grinned merrily at 
Ohio, tail really thumping now. He could feel what Kotetsu did and understood his reasoning 
for licking his partner, which only made him wheeze more. “He-he-he wanted to give you- 
you a kiss too~!” 


“Oh, is that so?” Ohio snorted, “Well come’re.” And he grabbed the dog by the face and 
rubbed his all over the St. Bernard’s soft squishy face. He licked Ohio several more times and 
tried to wiggle closer to the F-tier hero, going so far as to put both his front paws on his lap, 


now spanning the gap between the sofa and the coffee table and firmly putting himself 
between Ohio and Barnaby. 


““We-well now what?” Barnaby snorted as Kotetsu’s body kept him from sitting up or from 
even seeing a glimpse of Ohio. 


“T don’t know... I didn’t think that far ahead.” Ohio admitted as Kotetsu just panted in his 
face. 


Barnaby snorted again and patted Kotetsu’s side. “Okay, buddy... Ti-time to get down.” And 
with a lot more wiggling and sliding, the big dog stretched his way off both his owner and his 
owner’s partner. When he was finally standing, he shook all over; head, skin, and ears 
flapping about, before just padding away to go lay down in one of his many dog beds. 


Finally free of dog-shaped interruptions, Ohio just shook his head as he met Barnaby’s eyes 
again. His elbow resting on his knee so he could prop his head up as he grinned down at the 
rumpled looking hero. He was wearing flannel pjs, a matching set of course, his hair was just 
as much of a mess as it had been a second ago and his glasses were askew again. He looked 
absolutely perfect. “Hey~’” He hummed again. 


“Hey~” Barnaby murmured back, just as pleased with his view as Ohio clearly was. The 
professor was in street clothes today and clearly had come right over after waking up, his hair 
still looked just a little damp from his morning shower. And Barnaby’s observations were 
confirmed when Ohio leaned down for a second welcome home kiss and he brushed his 
fingers through the short locks. This kiss was warm and slow and peeled away almost all of 
his remaining annoyance at being bested by his adversary. Sometimes Barnaby wondered if 
Ohio liked leaving for solo adventures as much as he did just so he could come home to 
kisses like this. Jt almost makes up for the being away from each other part... 


Eventually Ohio pulled back though, but not far, still just leaning down over Barnaby. “So...” 
He hummed, voice just a little gruff, “Didya want to have croissants and coffee before or 
after you show me what about this Hint that’s got you so stumped?” 


Frowning a little, Barnaby sighed, “Hrmm... I-I don’t know...” He’d spent hours poring over 
that Hint. Granted those hours had all been while he was sitting in airports and on three 
different planes while he tried to stay awake, so he’d actually be able to sleep when he landed 


back in Capital City last night. But it still hadn’t made any sense, enough so, that he’d ended 
up calling Ohio while pacing around the Chicago airport waiting for his flight. He’d been 
pretty exhausted by then and was close to snapping, but Ohio had gently talked him back 
down, reminding him why he didn’t do all-nighters. Even Ohio didn’t like skipping sleep 
unless he had to. Only Morgan is insane enough to think it’s a good idea... 


“C-can we maybe do both?” He finally asked. 


“Sure.” Ohio chuckled, he’d sorta figured that’d be his boyfriend’s answer but he wanted to 
give Barnaby the chance to take a break from Morgan’s shenanigans if he wanted it. “Ill grab 
the coffee and croissants and I’1l meet you in your office?” 


“No, no...” Barnaby sighed, and he sat up when Ohio leaned back. “Ill get the co-coffee. 
You go stare at the pu-puzzle; something might click for you.” 


“Okay.” He replied before just leaning back in to kiss Barnaby’s cheek again. “You’ve got 
this, babe. You always do.” He encouraged before straightening. 


And he was right, Barnaby did have this. He and Morgan had been playing these games for 
years and years now and it was genuinely terrifying sometimes just how smart they both 
were. More terrifying in Morgan’ case... So when Barnaby felt stumped it meant one of two 
things: Either he was too tired and he needed to come back to it later, or he literally didn’t 
have all the pieces to the puzzle. And given that Morgan had the tiara now, Ohio felt safe to 
say it wasn’t the latter part that was causing the problem. So he’d been happy to help 
Barnaby give himself permission to just put it down and come back to it later. 


He’d been so upset when he’d called yesterday, Ohio had almost skipped the rest of his 
classes just to pick Barnaby up from the airport. But Barnaby told him not to and to focus on 
helping his students, so he had. However, midterms were over now and it was a Saturday, so 
he was more than willing to be a sounding board for his partner as they both tried to pick 
apart Carmine’s convoluted, yet also ingenious, machinations. If Ohio didn’t know for a fact 
that Morgan was unhinged, he would be willing to bet the D-tier villain was probably one of 
the smartest people he’d ever met. But since he is batshit crazy the jury is still out... Not that 
I have any room to talk. 


“Thanks...” Barnaby replied before he blew out his breath and lifted a hand to rub at his face 
and reseat his glasses. 


“Course,” Ohio chuckled and stood up. “Take your time.” And he turned for the office. 


Barnaby’s second bedroom, turned office, was as neat and tidy as always. That was 
something Ohio had needed to re-adapt to, once he and Barnaby had started dating, being 
tidy again. He’d been a bachelor for a quite a while and had stopped caring about being neat 
in his own spaces, but it mattered to Barnaby, so he was making the effort to remember to do 
little things, like putting books back on the shelf or closing the cupboards when he left the 
room. It wasn’t anything big and it made Barnaby happy, so it was an easy thing to do. 


But anyone who looked inside this very neat and very unassuming office space would never 
see anything more than high school teacher- er, counselor, but still. They would never know 
that this room had another purpose. 


Ohio wandered over to the wall of pictures Barnaby had hung, most were photos of family 
and friends, but more recently Barnaby had snuck a picture of them up on the wall without 
mentioning it to Ohio. He’d been so proud of himself when Ohio had finally noticed he was 
up on the wall now too. His eyes automatically drifted to the picture, they’d been at the beach 
and a couple of photography students had asked to take their picture. The photos had turned 
out so well she’d been delighted to send Barnaby the copies... Ohio had a framed one from 
that day on his desk at work too. 


Smiling to himself he shook his head and looked back at the photo he wanted, it was off to 
the side, one of Barnaby’s whole family. And just behind it was an expertly hidden switch. 
One that couldn’t be seen even if you took the picture off the wall, and it wouldn’t activate 
unless the picture was in place so you had to know where it was and how it worked in order 
to use it. 


When Barnaby had taken his hand and shown him the switch for the first time, he’d been 
more than a little stunned as he watched part of the wall pull back before folding down to 
reveal a secret work bench. 


The wall section turned desk had backlighting with a wall mounted magnifier and an 
alternate light source wired in on a hinging arm for closer examination of clues. The recessed 


space was full of drawers and cubbies and nooks to hold papers and books and a whole office 
supply store’s worth of colored pens, markers, and sticky notes. All with additional overhead 
lighting, that was on a dimmer switch. And all the drawer knobs looked like bronze dog 
paws. It was equal parts incredible and adorable and had made Ohio ridiculously jealous. / 
mean I’m a hero too, why cant I have a secret workspace for hero stuff? 


But when he’d said as much to Barnaby during that first tour of his space, his then friend and 
not yet boyfriend had just said, “Ask Morgan, he helped me-me-me build this one. He'd 
probably help you do som-something like this too if you want.” Which at the time had 
shocked him, but now sounded exactly like something Morgan would do. Of course, Morgan 
would help his arch-nemesis build a secret hero work bench so he could better try to catch the 
D-tier thief. Obviously, that was the only rational thing he could do. 


Snorting, Ohio flipped on the overhead lighting and took a better look at the new Hint 
Barnaby had gotten in London. It was just like Barnaby had described to him. Eight more 
square letter cut outs, just like all the other ones he’d already gotten, found, or collected 
throughout the year. Except all of these ones were capitals and had small numbers printed in 
the top left corners, 1-8. But Barnaby had completed the letter puzzles already. He’d finished 
it in Europe several days ago, there hadn’t been any gaps or holes for missing letters. 


Ohio pulled out the sheets Barnaby had made with the completed riddles and looked over 
them again. These new letters were clearly a match with the others, but the riddles had lower- 
case and upper-case ones and Barnaby was right, they really did all seem to be completed. 
And if he hadnt completed them, then he’d have never been able to pin Morgan down to the 
Kensington Palace on that day at that time... So they both had to be missing something. 


And then there was the small note card sized piece of card stock. It had also been in the Hint 
envelope and Ohio picked it up to read over it. The printed numbers, ranging from one to two 
digits, were definitely a shift cypher but without the key word or phrase it would take 
months, maybe even years, to brute force. So of course, on the back, Morgan had helpfully 
left six numbers in that elegant script he only used when he was being a pain in the ass and 
blanks underneath each. It was clearly for a six-letter word that Barnaby was supposed to 
have as an answer from another puzzle. 


“An-An-Any ideas?” Barnaby asked as he wandered in with the croissants plated nicely on a 
tray along with both cups of coffee, now in mugs. He still had his blanket thrown over his 
shoulders like a cape and Kotetsu was on his heels. But the big dog knew work mode when 
he saw it so he went to go lay down again just on his plush office dog bed this time. 


“Well... I think you’re right. This shift cypher definitely needs a word as its key but... The 
three riddles do look complete.” Ohio admitted as he turned to take the offered mug. 


““...1 was a-afraid you we-were going to say that...” Barnaby sighed. “Are-are you doing 
anything else today?” 


“No...” Ohio chuckled around his mug as Barnaby set the tray down on his desk. 


““We-well would you like to help me go through a-a year’s worth of puzzles?” Asked the hero 
as he opened up one of the many drawers in the secret alcove to pull out a nicely label 
accordion folder: ‘Carmine: Postcard, 2022’. He always named the case files after the first 
puzzle he got and the year he got it. Once he was done, he’d change the file to the name of 
the thing Morgan took or tried to take, or the theme for the series of heists. But for now, this 
file was going to stay ‘Postcard’ until he figured this out. 


“T’d love to.” Ohio replied, grinning over at Barnaby, as both heroes settled in for many hours 
of reading, research, and puzzle solving... A favorite hobby for both of them. 


““..what if... what if they’re not supposed to make sentences?” Ohio asked, looking up from 
the sticky note versions of the letter cutouts he’d made to match the ones in the riddle. 


It was a little past noon by now and they’d both ended up on the floor surrounded by different 
stacks of papers and books, their coffee long gone. 


Barnaby looked up from the calling cards Morgan had left at the King’s Foundation Natural 
History Museum when Ohio spoke. “Hmm?” 


“What if you aren’t supposed to make sentences with the new letters just words?” Ohio 
repeated and lifted up his notebook covered in little sticky notes. “See look, using L- what is 
this? Six. Using L6 as the first letter and then just the other lower-case letters I got, Lend and 
Loaner.” 


Frowning, Barnaby adjusted his glasses, “Ye-yes, I noticed that earlier but wh-what about the 
rest? It’s a lot of other letters s-still...” 


“Not if you take out all the other capitals. If you just use the lower-case ones to make words, 
there aren’t as many. See A2, Acquire.” And Ohio showed him again. 


Interested, Barnaby got up and came over to look over Ohio’s shoulder to see what he was 
doing. He had all eight of the new letters along the left-hand side of his page and was moving 
his lower-case letter sticky notes around to make words. Seeing them organized like that- like 
lines with the letters all perfect squares... “It looks like a cr-crossword.” 


“What?” Ohio asked looking up, but he could see Barnaby had that look on his face. Brows 
pulled down just a little, brown eyes sharp and intense underneath the rim of his glasses. It 
was his thinking face- it was his ‘I just had a breakthrough’ face. God that’ so hot. But 
Barnaby was already hurrying back over to his pile of stuff. 


7? 


“Tt looks like a cr-crossword!” Barnaby repeated. “Wi-wi-with all the numbers in the top left 
comer.” He explained as he dug around looking for the postcard he’d gotten back in March. 
The one that had been ‘accidentally’ stuck in his mailbox by mistake. He’d almost bought 
that at first, the handwriting had been atrocious. But something about it had felt just a little 
off. Off enough that he read the postcard and immediately saw the code hidden in the 
message, so he knew the game was on. 


But he hadn’t thought the card itse/f-was a clue! 


He finally found it and snatched it up. The backside, with all its chicken scratch had been a 
piece of cake to solve, he’d done it before he’d even gotten off the elevator on his floor, but 
he’d been so caught up by the start of a new game he hadn’t thought about the importance of 
the picture on the postcard. Grinning he straighten and held it out to Ohio. 


It was a crossword design... one that only had boxes 1-8 visible. 


Barnaby saw the instant recognition on Ohio’s face and watched him scramble to his feet, 
both heading right for the mobile whiteboard/corkboard. It was one that lived in another 
hidden compartment that he wheeled out only if he needed the space to really visualize stuff, 
and now was exactly one of those times. Barnaby flipped the board to the whiteboard side 
and grabbed up a dry erase marker, he copied the crossword layout perfectly. Nice smooth 
straight lines with the black squares all scribbled out just to make sure they didn’t use them. 


The second he was done, Ohio took his capital letter sticky notes and matched the numbers to 
their proper spots in the puzzle. It took the duo a matter of minutes to use up the rest of the 
lower-case sticky notes Ohio had made to complete the puzzle. They were left with 13 words. 


‘Lend, Loaner, Acquire, Annex, Obtain, Rent, Mooch, Bum, Beg, Snag, Scrounge, 
Confiscate, and Cop.’ 


“Okay...” Ohio muttered as he took a step back to look over the solved puzzle. ““Now what?” 


Barnaby didn’t reply, not right away. He just tapped his fingers against his chin and stared 
intently at the board. Ohio didn’t interrupt him, he knew that Barnaby was deep in thought 
and he didn’t want to throw him off. It was a feeling the professor knew well; it would often 
drive him crazy when someone knocked on his office door on campus while he was writing 
and he’d lose just the right turn of phrase he’d been going to use in his next publication. 


“Borrow!” Barnaby finally said, absolutely beaming as he turned back to his secret worktable 
to grab the index card Hint. 


“Borrow?” Ohio asked as Barnaby grabbed out lined paper and a pen and wrote out the six 
numbers on the back along with ‘Borrow’ underneath at the top of his page. Then he flipped 
the note card and began decoding the cypher. 


“B-borrow.” Barnaby repeated, “A six letter w-word that is a syn-synonym to all the other 
words on the crossword. It’s like an in-inverse to a normal crossword. We don’t need to know 
the wor-word but the hint that’s for each box. ‘What’s another word for b-borrow?’” He 


explained as he wrote quickly. Once he got the first word, the consonants shifted six numbers 
forward and the vowels shifted ten numbers backwards, he knew he was right. God-! God, 
this was the best! Oh, he’d been stuck on this for over a day! A whole day! But now he had 
it, oh he had it! 


What he was left with when he was finished was a short poem, two spare letters, and 4 two- 
digit numbers that didn’t fit the cypher. 


“Something old, something new, something borrowed, something blue, and a sixpence in her 
shoe?” Ohio read aloud. “Like for weddings??” 


And Barnaby just laughed. He took his glasses off and just laughed while he rubbed at his 
face. “Oh... Oh, he asked me wh-why!” Barnaby snorted and shook his head. 


“Why? Why what?” He asked, but Ohio was starting to realize this might be one of those 
time he was out of his depths. 


He liked puzzles, hell, he was good at them. But he didn’t know Morgan the way Barnaby 
did. Barnaby could think like Morgan, and it was a little spooky how good he was at it. He 
could get into his adversary’s head in away Ohio never could, which was why he stopped 
complaining about not being Morgan’s ‘arch’ nemesis. 


But Barnaby could do this for other people too, not just Morgan. It was why he was so good 
at missing person’s cases. Because he could think like the person who had gone missing once 
he had enough information about them. Or like a kidnapper or like someone lost or trapped 
in a disaster... he just gets people. 


“Morgan— Carmine.” Barnaby sighed and put his glasses back on, but he was still smiling. 
“He’d asked me if I'd fig-fig-fig— if I knew why he wanted the tiara. This—” And he 
pointed to the cypher. “This was wh-why he wanted it.” 


“As... something borrowed?” 


“Yes.” Barnaby snorted and turned to head for the office door. Kotetsu immediately jumped 
up and followed after his owner. Now it was worktime for him too, he could tell. Barnaby 
was ready to play ‘chase’ and Kotetsu loved when they got to play ‘chase’. 


Still not fully understanding, Ohio trailed after the D-tier hero as he went to the locked case 
in his bedroom closet. “Okay,” He began as Barnaby placed the heavy case onto his bed. “But 
who the hell does Morgan know that’s getting married?” 


Barnaby let the case settle on his bed with a bounce, before unlatching it to reveal his St. 
Bernard costume- well, his old one anyways. His current costume was in the custody of the 
FA’s very back logged Repairs Division. His costume had returned to its normal size... but 
only after several hours and far too many ripped seams for it to be at all usable. Did it annoy 
him that Morgan had ruined his costume? Yes, of course, but... he’d also ruined Morgan’s a 
few times, so it was all fair game. He just didn’t have the money to go to a private costumer 
for repairs so he had to wait until the FA could get to his repair ticket. Meaning it was time to 
go ‘retro’ for a couple of months. 


“T-I don’t know, but we-we can ask him later.” Barnaby said pulling out his gear as Kotetsu 
started to turn in circles. He was just as enthusiastic about this as Barnaby was, even if he 
didn’t fully understand what they were doing. But soon his ‘normal’ appearance was fading 
away into his spectral one, as he completed his own little doggie ritual to get ready for doing 
hero work. 


“Tf... If you’re not going over to ask him, then where are you going?” Ohio asked as his 
boyfriend started undoing the buttons on his flannel pjs. His very very muscular boyfriend. 
His ridiculously attractive, glasses wearing, adorable now shirtless boyfriend. It wasn’t even 
like seeing Barnaby shirtless was new to him! He had seen his boyfriend in a whole variety of 
different states of dress... but... Goddamn, no one should have the right to have pecks like 
that... 


“To get the tiara.” And he grinned over at Ohio as he shrugged out of his shirt. A quick flash 
of pride warmed his belly as Ohio had to visibly make himself look back up at his face. 
Later... oh, later for sure. But he had hero stuff to do now. “The-the extra numbers and 
letters.” Barnaby pointed out once Ohio was focusing on his words. 


“..the extra numbers?” He echoed and thought back to the finished cypher they’d just been 
looking at. Four 2-digit numbers and two out of place letters... “Coordinates!” 


Barnaby beamed as he went to put his shirt into the hamper. “E-Exactly. They’re in the ci-city 
I’m certain but I’1l put them in once I get dressed.” And then he smirked at Ohio, “N-now if 
you can keep your-your hands to yourself while I’m getting dressed then you can-can stay, if 
not go-go wait in the living room.” 


Ohio laughed and made a show of putting his hands into his pockets. “Oh, I think I can 
manage. Besides the view is just... so nice. I’d hate to miss it.” And he made a point to stare 
at Barnaby’s ass as he said it. That got another laugh out of his partner but they both knew he 
had hero work to do just now, so he would have to keep his hand to himself. Besides, I can 
just help him out of his costume when he gets back. 


God, he really had missed Barnaby. It was amazing just how accustomed he’d come to 
having the other man in his life over the last... year. A year next month... We should do 
something special for our one-year anniversary... Well, at least he’d have something to think 
about while Barnaby was out. 


He was only gone for an hour. Ohio had only just finished cleaning up the mess they’d made 
in the office when he’d heard the window rolling back up in the other bedroom. Barnaby 
usually used the fire escapes to come in and out of the building during the day when in 
costume. It led to less awkward questions in the elevator, or so he said. 


“Hey,” Ohio called as he started for the hall again. “That was fast— Woah. Why are you both 
so dirty?” He asked mid-sentence when he spotted the dog hero duo. Kotetsu still spectral 
and enormous looked incredibly pleased and also had dirt all the way up to his belly. His 
forelegs both just caked in mud. 


“Boof!” Replied the cheery dog and he spun a big happy circle leaving muddy paw prints all 
over the laminate. 


“Mop?” Ohio asked as Barnaby pulled down his mirrored prescription goggles and put on his 
actual glasses again. 


“P-Please, but this first.”” And the equally dirty hero held up what looked like an old school 
lockbox, also covered in dirt and grass. Woody looking roots still hung from it, caught in the 
hinges and seams. 


“What in the hell... Did he bury it?” Ohio demanded as Barnaby, also tracking mud through 
the house, moved into the office and set the box down on his worktable, before he started 
going through drawers. 


“A-Apparently... I got to the c-c-coordinates and Kotetsu alerted me that Morgan had been 
there recently, so I let him sn-sniff around and he sa-said down. So we went down and I fou- 
found this.” He explained as he searched around for the keys he needed. 


“Tt looks like it’s been in the ground for a while...” Ohio muttered as he examined the box. 
The corners looked rusted, the metal paint was chipping, and the keyhole was filled with dirt. 


“Tt had tr-tree roots growing around it.” Barnaby confirmed as he finally found the right 
drawer. “Ha!” And he pulled out a clear ziptop bag with two small lockbox keys in it. Both 
looked shiny and new and very unlike the box. 


“Are you sure this is the right thing then? How could this have the tiara in it if he just stole 
it?” The professor asked suspiciously. 


Barnaby, who’d been asking himself the exact same questions, just shrugged. “I-I’m not. But 
a set of key-keys had been found at the King’s Museum just underneath one of Car-Carmine’s 
calling car-cards.” 


“Are those them? They look like they might fit the lock...” Ohio muttered as Barnaby 
dumped them out of the bag. 


“N-n-not exactly.” He sighed. “The Emerald City PD gave the original pair to Sp-Sprint. But 
their crime scene people had good ph-photos with scales, so I got co-copies and asked a 
locksmith friend to make me a-a-a new set. They should work.” 


“Why the fuck did they give the keys to that asshole?” Ohio asked as Barnaby started 
clearing out the dirt with a small little hook... one that looked a lot like a lockpicking hook. 
Huh... I didn t think you knew how to pick locks. Ohio definitely did, he’d actually gotten 
pointers from Morgan on several occasions given that glass display cases all had similar 
manufacturing styles. Ohio just picked locks to rescue artifacts, not resell them. There was a 
big difference. 


“R-rank, probably. I didn’t re-really ask.” Barnaby said as he finally got the keyway clear. It 
would have been on Sprint to have given the keys to Carmine’s arch-nemesis on file, but he 
never did. Not even after Barnaby had sent him several very kindly worded emails. He’d only 
ever gotten read receipts back.... the jerk. But Barnaby was resourceful and now it was time 
to see if that resourcefulness was going to pay off. 


The key went into the lock smoothly... 


He turned lightly, not wanting to jam it or something— 


*Cli-CK* 


And the lock popped open. 


Ohio held his breath, and he leaned over Barnaby’s shoulder as the other hero slowly lifted 
the lid. 


“...holy shit.” He breathed as they were both met with the stunning glittering beauty of the 
Fife Tiara. The pear-shaped diamonds hung and sparkled as they moved in the light, just 
slightly jostled by the opening of the box. It was nestled nicely in thick padding, utterly out 
of place inside a dingy lock box, quite literally like buried treasure. 


Barnaby just let out a low hum in agreement, but he didn’t say anything more as he continued 
to stare at this very lovely conundrum. How had Morgan gotten it in the box? 


Ohio, a few moments later, echoed his own thoughts aloud, “How did he manage that? ...Do 
you think Alex... Maybe?” 


“Maybe...” Barnaby whispered, but he didn’t think so. 


That was the thing about Carmine, most heroes didn’t ever bother with the low tier thief, but 
the ones that did know him, brushed off any thing miraculous he might have done or 
accomplished as being something Alex had done for him. Most in Morgan’s closer circles 
knew the pair were friendly so it was an easy assumption to make, it was the one that made 
the most sense... Except to Barnaby. Because he’d known Carmine long before Alex had 
ever been in the picture, and the thief had always managed to pull off ‘miraculous’ things, 
just like this. Things Barnaby could never explain. 


Morgan had always joked and said something like ‘Magic~’ and then moved on, never once 
giving Barnaby a clear answer as to how he actually accomplished some of his most subtle 
and extraordinary escapes, puzzle placements, or thefts. But that was what had gotten 
Barnaby hooked all those years ago. It was why he had decided to play this game in the first 
place. It was why he’d been so caught up in the schemes of an E-tier thief while he’d just 
been a sidekick. 


Morgan was a mystery and Barnaby wanted to solve it. 


Then they had become friendly with each other and now they were the best of friends and 
Barnaby wouldn’t give this game up for anything... But... but he still hadn’t solved that 
mystery yet. He still didn’t know how Morgan did what he did. But he was going to find out. 
One way or another Barnaby was going to figure it out. 


He didn’t know exactly what he’d do with the information once he had it, but he’d make that 
decision once he got there. For now, it was all about finding those answers... so this was just 
one more tiny scrap of information to add to his ongoing file. To add to his mental corkboard 
with all its pins and red strings, all trying to figure out just what exactly Morgan was 
hiding... 


But he could ruminate more on that later, he had a job to do. 


“Re-regardless, I need to call Sc-Scotland Yard and tell them I ha-have their missing tiara.” 
Barnaby finished. 


“What are you going to tell them?” Ohio snorted. 


“The truth,” Barnaby replied grinning just a bit. “I found it in a p-p-ark and thought they 
might want it back.” 


Ohio’s quick bark of laughter had Barnaby snickering too. His life had never been the same 
since Morgan had come crashing into it, but he had never once been bored either, so it was 
hard to complain. 


Besides, this was just the world’s most interesting game of tag. And who didn’t like a good 
game of tag? 
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